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“The pattern of our lives is essentially
circular.

We must be open to all points of the
compass.”
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PROLOGUE

 FULL
CIRCLE is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons,
living or dead, is purely incidental. The settings are accurate as
best as I can remember them. Many no longer exist and others have
been transformed, eradicating all traces of the past. This novel
attempts to acquaint the reader with some of the locales and events
that made this period so memorable, and leave a record for those
who may one day wish to revisit the past. It is but one story of
thousands such untold stories of people displaced by the two wars,
the Second World War and the ensuing Cold War; stories of people
overwhelmed by the onrush of greater events—the flotsam left behind
by the tide of history. It begins at the onset of the Second World
War with the betrayal of the Czechs at Munich, and follows the
protagonist through the Cold War. It covers both wars because they
are indelibly linked—the second being the consequence of the
first.

WWII drove 12 million people from their
homes, leaving Europe awash with refugees. The newly emerging Cold
War cut short the euphoria of victory over the Nazis as the Iron
Curtain slammed shut. Three years after the war, there were still
more than 800,000 refugees in 370 camps in the three Occupation
Zones of Germany, and 25 in Italy. More than half were in the U.S.
Zone. Regardless of their former status, the refugees became known
as DP’s, or Displaced Persons. This was an acronym that hid a
multitude of affiliations: People from all over Europe who at
various times were sworn enemies; ethnic, religious, or economic
emigrants and their entire families, seeking a better life
elsewhere and able to carry as many personal possessions as they
were able to haul; enemy collaborators or sympathizers trying to
elude justice, or political refugees, mostly single persons,
uprooted by a brutal political system and having to flee their
country with only the clothes on their backs to evade
persecution.

The Czechs and Slovaks escaping the communist
regime following a coup d’état in 1948 were an unexpected mix in
this volatile cauldron. Many fled their country hoping to join a
patriotic legion they believed was being formed in the American
Occupational Zone of Germany by an exiled Czech general, but
instead were stripped of their political refugee status, and first
absorbed by and then submerged in the stagnant Displaced Persons
pool. Their hopes of returning home as liberators were dashed.
Ultimately, they were scattered to the four corners of the world,
principally to Australia, Canada, Argentina, and a host of other
countries. U.S. Public Law 778, the Displaced Persons Act of 1948,
passed by Congress on the last day of its session, initially
excluded the Czechs, but ultimately permitted 2,000 to be admitted
to the United States, if they had a sponsor.

The initial surge of Czech escapees tapered
off as the border, the Iron Curtain, became a maze of electrified
barbed wire and clear fire zones. But still they came. The numbers
are difficult to come by, but over the years, the estimates run
from the low of 65,000 to a high of 200,000—a substantial number
for a small country. Over the course of the Cold War, more than
8,000 were shot at the border trying to escape or died during the
subsequent interrogations by the StB, the Czech Secret Police,
whose methods reportedly rivaled that of the Gestapo; 240 were
executed for political reasons, and as many as 7,000 died in prison
because of inhumane treatment. About 250,000 were imprisoned, many
in the infamous uranium mines of Jáchymov, and their untimely deaths continued beyond
their statistical relevance. None of the Czechs escaped with the
idea of emigrating. They all hoped to return and continue their
lives under a democratic system—a dream not easily
extinguished.

Emigration is the answer to hope and
desperation, but an emigrant’s scars never really heal. Torn from
his home, family, and country, from life and the predictability of
future as he knew it, from the comfort of common language, friends,
relatives, and parents, from the intimacy of customs and the
familiarity of the national fabric, the immigrant refugee faces an
uncertain future laced with apprehension. Invariably, he finds
himself at odds with the new culture, foreign in all respects, from
language and its nuances to history, customs, politics, and
attitudes. He may manage to disappear in it, but is brought back to
reality each time he utters a foreign-accented word. In truth, he
never fully assimilates, remaining imprinted with his past so long
as his mind is able to remember his roots. At best, he remains a
curiosity, an oddity, a presence in, but never an imbedded part of
his adopted land.

My sincere thanks go to the many people who
had encouraged and helped me, foremost among them Ruth, my partner
in life, who patiently read all the iterations, made valuable
suggestions, and kept my syntax in line, my daughter JoAnn, who
coaxed me to write it, Robert Amussen, the Canadian editor who read
the first draft and steered me in the right direction, Mary Susan
Malone, whose judicious insight cemented the story, and my friends
at the Skagit Valley Writers League for their critical help and
moral support.


CHAPTER 1

 Years
later, when he understood these things, Jan Neuman would see these
hazy late-summer days of 1938 as the days his childhood ended
forever. He would polish the memories of these days and burnish
them with reverie until they glimmered with the unnatural shine of
regret, never permitting them to acquire the usual patina of
distance and time. He would nurture them in the crowded niches of
his mind, and dream of things that might have been but never were.
But that was an unforeseeable then, and this was now.

“Hey, you hear what I hear?” Rolling over on
his stomach, he nudged Jakub sprawled next to him, strangely
self-absorbed.

Jakub’s mouth gaped open. The straw he’d been
chewing on fell out of his mouth.

The growl – a sharp staccato of metallic
pings and grinding squeals interspersed with booming thuds – became
more distinct, growing louder until it burst into a crescendo of
low clanking rumble overlaid with the high-pitched whine of
powerful, revving engines and booming explosions of open
exhausts.

Sprawled atop a moss and lichen-covered ledge
that jutted out like a massive jaw from the grizzled face of
ancient granite, the two boys gazed intently into the valley spread
below them – a giant earthen bowl, with forested flanks dropping
steeply toward a quicksilver sliver of a river and a checkerboard
of maturing fields. Čekaná, their town. Two hundred or so dwellings
and fifteen hundred souls. A cornucopia, out of which spilled all
the good things one could wish, or at least all the good things
that mattered and made life whole. Jan caressed it with his eyes,
and frowned. The pastoral vision was fouled. A thick
mustard-colored cloud rose and drifted above the huddle of
pastel-colored stucco houses that blocked his view of the stretch
of the main road leading out of town. The sound grated on his
nerves. Squinting into a waning sun hanging low in the opalescent
sky, he rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and grimaced.
“What is that?”

“Can’t see anything yet.” Jakub ran his
finger through the unruly strands of his curly black hair, tucked
them under his cap, and pulled the brim down to his eyebrows.

The air trembled. One by one, birds stopped
singing. The chirping of crickets faded away. Even the goats,
absorbed in their foraging among the bushes, raised their heads and
cast wary looks in the direction of the noise.

The cloud advanced slowly toward the
outskirts of town. Finally an angular shape emerged into plain
sight…then another…and another…

“Jesus! Tanks!” Jan shrieked. “Those are
tanks!”

Both boys stared into the valley,
slack-jawed.

“And trucks too—” Jakub squinted. “Can’t see
with all that dust.”

“Never seen one up close. Sure wish we could
be—” Unable to hide the welling flood of resentment and envy, Jan
glowered at the goats. “Bet all the guys are there, watching it
all, and here we are. Wonder where they’re going.”

“My dad said there was some trouble up near
the border.” Jakub sighed. “With the Germans. The rabbi told
him.”

“Yeah, that must be it. I heard something
too…at home…but I didn’t know what they were talking about.”

Resembling a string of animated toys, still
trailing clouds of dust and fumes, the convoy lumbered westward
deeper into the undulating chain of mountains, deceptively low but
densely forested and in places impenetrable—the border of the
Republic.

As Jan’s excitement waned, a strange feeling
in the pit of his stomach took over—a gut-wrenching, nauseating
sense of anticipation. For days now, trains full of soldiers
rumbled through the town’s railroad station at odd times without
stopping, their whistles blowing, smoke trailing in great
horizontal smudges as they sped westward, leaving behind the
lung-searing smell of burnt cinders and steam-laced wisps of smoke.
At first, their passing barely drew any curiosity from the town
folk, but now, their shrill whistles made everybody jumpy.

Things were not right, of that he was sure.
It was written in the faces of his mother and father and some of
their friends—in their worried looks and terse comments as they
hunched over the latest newspapers, usually followed by animated
discussions. Words such as “Anschluss” and “Hitler” and “Austria”
filled their hushed conversations, along with talk about riots in
some of the border towns. They railed about someone named Konrad
Henlein, whom they called Hitler’s agent provocateur and whose name
his father always prefaced with an obscenity, and of the Germans
demanding something called autonomy in the Šumava region they now
called Sudetenland.

The boys hiked down a series of switchbacks
with the goats trailing close behind, and stopped when they reached
a grassy knoll with a stony bench under a stand of birches—their
favorite stopping place.

Jan threw himself on the weathered,
lichen-covered slab and fixed his gaze on the canopy of birches
swaying gently in the breeze, revealing and concealing a mottled
patch of the sky, with the sun just kissing the tips of their
rustling crowns in a kaleidoscopic display of color. The cool air
felt liquid. The nagging feeling vanished. He stretched and gave
Jakub a friendly shove. “You coming tomorrow, right? Same
time?”

Jakub shrugged and pursed his lips, and
shifted his gaze to the toes of his bare feet.

“Hey, you coming, right?” Jan looked at him
squarely. “Something wrong?”

Jakub tugged at his shirt and brushed some
invisible dirt off his shorts. Finally he shook his head. “Can’t
tell you.”

“What do you mean, you can’t tell me?
I always tell you everything. You know I do.”

“Dad said, not to tell anybody. Made me
promise. Said he’d take the strap to me if I say anything.”

“But I am your friend. Friends don’t keep
secrets. You know, I won’t tell. He’ll never know. C’mon.”

Jakub finally looked up. “I really shouldn’t,
but will you promise not to tell anybody if I do? I mean, not even
your folks?”

“Sure. So what’s so special you can’t tell
me? C’mon—”

Jakub’s lips twisted into a sheepish grin.
“Gotta have my picture taken.” He rolled his eyes until they
resembled a pair of milky marbles.

“You? A picture?” Jan’s chortle died in his
throat under Jakub’s reproachful look.

“It’s not funny. I knew I shouldn’t have told
you.” Jakub tugged nervously at his suspenders. “I shouldn’t
have—”

“ Aw, c’mon. I don’t understand. What’s so
secret about a picture? We take pictures all the time.”

Jakub squirmed. “Not that kind of a
picture.”

“Then what? Tell me.”

Jakub shrugged. “Dunno. Some special
pictures. We’re all going. Need the pictures for some papers. Dad
says we’re going to Switzerland to stay with my uncle for a while,
but nobody’s supposed to know.”

“Swit-zer-land? Jesus!” Switzerland was as
remote as the moon, but Jan envied Jakub the unexpected adventure.
“When?”

“Soon as we get the papers. From Austria
somewhere. Some kind of permit or something.”

Jan frowned. “You never said you had
an uncle in Swit-zer-land!”

Jakub shrugged. “I didn’t know.”

Jan looked at him skeptically.

“Really! I didn’t know, I swear. Dad just
told me yesterday.”

“So how long you gonna be gone?”

“Don’t know. Promise you won’t tell?”

“Told you I wouldn’t. We can shake on it, if
you want.”

They spat into the palms of their hands, and
shook them in a solemn oath to seal their pact.

*    *    *

“Jakub go with you again today?” Mother
looked up sternly from her work.

Jan avoided her gaze and fidgeted.

“How come you’re palling with him all of a
sudden?”

He felt her flinty grey eyes boring through
him and cringed. “I like him.”

“But how come him?”

“You wouldn’t let me play with Zdeněk, and he
sits next to me in school. He’s smart. I really like him.” He
looked up at her sheepishly.

Mother rolled her eyes, the way he saw the
statue of Holy Mary in the church with her eyes perpetually gazing
heavenward, and sighed loudly.

Slouched stone-faced next to the radio, beads
of sweat glistening on his furrowed brow and prematurely balding
head, Jan’s father Tomáš barely acknowledged him as he entered.
Burning perilously close to his fingers, a forgotten cigarette
spilled its ashes on the unfinished coat in his lap. The
announcer’s grave and sometimes breaking voice filled the room:

“... our fatherland… too. Adolph Hitler
promised them help, and his troops are now massing at our borders.
His Majesty King George’s envoy, Lord Runciman, whom we believed to
be our friend, has left Prague after he sided with Hitler against
Czech interests, hoping to gain time for England. This act,
combined with the increased tension and riots in the Šumava region,
leaves our republic in an extremely difficult position. Therefore,
President Beneš has declared a state of general mobilization for
all males between the ages of twenty and forty effective
immediately. Further instructions will be posted in all towns and
villages as soon as they are printed. Pravda Vítězí! Truth always
wins!”

Choked with emotion, the announcer’s last
words vanished in the muted strains of the national anthem.

“Dad? Mom? What’s going on?” Jan searched
their faces.

Lena, his mother, gave him a blank stare,
covered her face with her apron, and burst in tears. Huddled around
a large worktable, six young girls – four seasoned seamstresses and
two apprentices – stared into their laps.

“Those whores!” Father’s jaws worked as
though chewing on the words. The bulging veins on his temples
throbbed in rhythm with his heart. “Those fuckin’ whores!”

Mother shot a dark look in his direction and
snarled, “Watch your language. The boy’s home.”

“Aw, the boy’s old enough.” Father dismissed
her with a toss of his head.

She began to wail. “You never listen to me.
He never listens to me!” she cried out to the girls.

“Sorry, boy,” Father finally acknowledged
him, “but there’s been trouble up along the border. Riots. Damn
Germans! Even in Vimperk…and that’s what, ten kilometers?
Practically next door.”

“We saw a convoy. Tanks,” Jan blurted.

Father nodded gravely toward Mother and the
girls. “I told you. I knew it. I knew there was going to be
trouble, ever since Hitler took Austria. And now even that whore
Runciman sides with them.” He wiped his brow with a handkerchief,
laid down the coat he was stitching, and patted Jan on the head as
he strode methodically past him to an old armoire. After some
rummaging, he pulled out his old crumpled sergeant’s uniform. It
had been years since he had worn it. He laid it out on the cutting
table, lit a cigarette, and without a word, proceeded to slice
carefully through the seams.

Mother let out a shriek. “JesusMary, Tomáš,
what are you doing!”

“Didn’t you just hear? There’s mobilization!”
he shot back, not breaking his rhythm.

“You fool, didn’t you hear? They only want
forty-year-olds. You’re almost fifty; you’re too old. You don’t
have to go! Oh my God, my God, what’s he doing?” Pleading, she
turned to the girls, but they averted their gazes, stone-faced and
mum.

“I have to,” Father protested.

“You…fool…you…damned fool…” Gasping for air
between sobs, her face twisted in anger.

“I have to go. I’m going. This is just the
beginning, can’t you see? In the end, everybody’ll have to go.
Everybody!”

“Oh my God, he’s serious…he really wants to
go!” she wailed, looking desperately for support from the young
women who remained silent, eyes downcast, embarrassed. “You can’t
just walk out on me! You have a business to run! What am I supposed
to do here by myself? Oh, my God…Holy Mary…please, help me—”

“I said, I have to go!”

“You always were pigheaded and foolish. Doing
stupid things. Promising to change, but never did, like all the
other Neumans. You’re all the same! What I ever saw in you I’ll
never know! All you give me is grief. You’ll never change! You’ll
never change. You’ll never change…” Her last words dissolved into a
series of sobs.

Continuing methodically to rip the seams,
puffing deeply on his cigarette, Father ignored her.

“And the boy—what about the boy? What about
him? He needs you! He needs you home and not gallivanting with your
pals, playing soldiers, risking your life and ours…everything we
worked for, everything we saved—”

“For chrissake, stop it! Dammit! I have to
go, can’t you see? All this will be nothing if the Germans get it,
nothing! Don’t you understand? Nothing! I’ve got to go…we
all have to go!”

“Oh my God, oh my…God, oh…my…God…” Whimpering
softly now, tears tracing glistening rivulets down her cheeks,
Mother pulled Jan close to her and buried his head in her bosom
until he gasped. Her fingers, hard and calloused from years of
stitching, dug into his back. “My boy, my dearest boy, oh my
God...go talk to that fool of your father and beg him to stop. Beg
him not to go. Beg him not to leave us.” She moaned and stopped to
catch her breath.

Listening to her wheezing, feeling the jerky
heaving of her bosom and the hard ribs of her corset against his
skin, dismayed and embarrassed, Jan looked at her through tears. He
had seen his parents argue before, but not like this. He had never
been called upon to take sides, never been drawn in. What to
do?

“Speak to him!” she ordered, eyes red-rimmed
from crying. “Speak to that drudge of a father. Speak to him.”

He’d never seen his mother this way.
Ordinarily unassertive, fortyish, but old for her age (he also
thought her dour, until he realized that she was merely tired,
having to get up before dawn to milk the goats, then fix the daily
meals, maintain the house and garden, shop, and help with sewing
until late at night, using a pair of scratched ill-fitting glasses
no longer fit to correct her declining vision), short and stocky,
her two long black braids streaked with grey, normally twisted in a
bun at the back of her head but now unraveled down to her waist,
she towered over him as she clutched him to her bosom. He felt
trapped.

“Speak to him!” She gave him a hard
shove.

His insides twisted in a knot. “Dad?” he
croaked, feeling his mother’s eyes burning through him like a pair
of coals. “Dad? Please?”

Fuming, Father shot an angry look at her.
“I’m sorry, Son, but when your country calls you, you go. You must
always go when your country needs you. You must always defend your
country.”

Mother let out a howl. Her fist flew to her
mouth and her plump body shook hysterically as she glared at her
husband.

Huddled on a stool in a corner out of
everyone’s way and silent until now, Jan’s grandmother stirred. A
tiny shriveled figure hidden in untold layers of skirts and a
perpetual sweater, with a face wrinkled over wrinkles, she gazed at
him compassionately through half-closed sunken eyes. “There’s going
to be a war and your father wants to be in it,” she said with a
heavy sigh. She fished out a crumpled handkerchief and blew her
nose. “They just announced it over the radio. I don’t know what to
tell you, boy. I’ve seen it all before. My poor Jeník, your
namesake… your uncle…wouldn’t listen, either, and the war took him
in Serbia. My poor boy.” She stared vacantly into space and her
pale eyes grew shiny with tears. She reached for Jan and pulled him
over to her bosom. “I don’t see that you can do anything about it,
boy, you know how stubborn he can be.” She nodded weakly in
Father’s direction. “Your poor, poor mother.”

Not accustomed to seeing his mother in such
distress – she tended to be stoic and tight-lipped when angry, even
when crying – Jan found himself flooded with emotion but empty of
words. “Mamie, please don’t cry, everything will be all right,” was
all he could muster, hugging her tentatively, feeling utterly weak
and useless. Something was happening. He knew nothing about war
except what he saw in the cigarette-smoke-laced cinema newsreels –
surreal herky-jerky black and white snippets of distant places like
Spain and China and Ethiopia overlaid by the excited voice of the
narrator—enough to stir in him a sense of adventure but
insufficient to understand the full meaning of what they really
purported to show. All he vaguely sensed was that his – their –
life was about to change.

“Dad?” he whimpered.

“Yes, Son?”

“Is it true? Is there going to be a war?”

Father’s jaw worked as though he wanted to
answer, but no words came out. Finally he looked up at him through
misty eyes. He had never seen his father cry. Slowly, deliberately,
and without a word, the crusty old man put away the uniform and
uncharacteristically, silently but passionately hugged him. The
strength of his embrace took Jan’s breath away. Immobilized in the
clutch of his father’s sturdy arms, Jan became aware of his sinewy
body underneath the thin worn shirt, the oddly sour smell of
tobacco and sweat, the sandpaper coarseness of his stubble. It was
the first and only time in his memory he had experienced the
strength of his father’s embrace.


CHAPTER 2

 The air
vibrated with the staccato rolls of drumming and Jan sat up with a
start. His mother was already up. “Mo-om? What’s going on?” He
rubbed his eyes.

“What’s that crazy man Paleček doing, making
such a racket so early in the morning?” Grumbling under her breath,
she slipped hastily into a robe. “Oh! JesusMary! The mobilization!”
She turned ashen, crossed herself three times, and flung open the
window to hear what she feared the most.

Fully awake now, Jan squeezed in beside her.
Standing there ramrod-straight, looking pompous, hands a blur of
motion, old man Paleček cut an imposing figure. A slight, wizened,
thoroughly disagreeable man with an enormous drooping mustache
under a hawkish nose, he would put on a frayed blue uniform trimmed
in red and gold whenever the occasion demanded, strap on an old
snare drum and, after delivering a few snare rolls at strategic
street corners around town, ceremoniously, in a croaky singsong
monotone, pass on important proclamations and edicts to all within
earshot.

The Palečeks lived in the poorhouse right
next to the old synagogue on the other side of the river. In
addition to being a town crier, the elder Paleček earned a living
grave digging and doing odd jobs for whoever was willing to
pay.

Jan avoided the Palečeks’ two sons, Olda,
about Jan’s age, and Franta, six years or so older and generally
regarded as a bully. Jan would rather cross the street than chance
meeting him on the same sidewalk. He’d heard Grandmother say once
that the town had made Franta that way, that his meanness was a
rude expression of the anger he felt toward the town folk who made
crude jokes about the Paleček’s poverty, calling it laziness, and
for having to depend on the thin charity of those he loathed. That
didn’t change anything—Jan still feared him.

One of Paleček’s customary stops was directly
across from Jan’s home, and today his drumming seemed louder and
more urgent than ever. In a voice that rose an octave befitting the
occasion, he repeated last night’s mobilization news that by now
everyone already knew. People rushed past him toward the
linden-lined square adjoining the town hall. The air crackled with
excitement.

*    *    *

Jan had seen his father in uniform only once,
the day he had fished a faded yellowing photograph out of a box of
family mementos. It showed him as a young soldier, striking a
dramatic pose with his rifle, face heavily retouched, impossible
now to reconcile with the deep furrows and thick stubble of the
father he knew. But today he was clean-shaven, adjusting the fit of
his uniform, rolling the woolen leggings over his calves and
tucking them into heavy spit-shined brogans that smelled of polish.
The rank of sergeant—three silver half-round tacks polished to high
sheen – glistened on his epaulettes. The stiff corners of his
collar, bearing the red patches of infantry, propped up the loose
skinfolds of his cleanly scrubbed face. A garrison cap hid the
balding spot on his head.

The clock in the workroom struck seven. “Time
to go.” he sighed, and gulped down the last of his coffee and hard
bread thinly coated with lard.

Resigned to the inevitable, Mother tried a
smile, though her liquid eyes said otherwise.

“The trucks will be here any minute. Will you
put out the flag when you return? I forgot to do it yesterday and
there’s no time now.”

“I’ll have the boy do it.” Mother wiped a
stray tear from her face. “May God bless you and keep you.” Her
hand shook as she drew the sign of the cross on his forehead three
times.

“And you too, my dear. Please, try to
understand. God willing, it won’t last long and I’ll be back. At
any rate, we won’t be too far and I’ll try to get home as often as
they’ll let me,” he said, failing miserably to sound
reassuring.

*    *    *

Shivering, Jan pulled up the collar of his
jacket, closed his eyes, and relished the rush of brisk morning air
streaming past his face. Father, a volunteer fireman, had once
promised him a ride in the new Škoda fire truck the town had
proudly acquired, and this ride fulfilled his dream, though in a
way he hadn’t expected. The Škoda’s long open bed, normally piled
with firemen and hoses, now groaned under a heavy load of the
wives, sweethearts, and children speeding to visit their loved-ones
on the mountain.

The Škoda slowed down to a crawl when it
reached scattered rows of triangular concrete tank traps
crisscrossing the valley like the gaping mouths of hundreds of
sharks. Gears whining, it turned sharply up the fresh scar of a
newly cut road that rose steeply along the flank of the Boubín
mountain in a series of switchbacks. The higher they rode, the more
spectacular the view. At more than four thousand feet, the
bell-shaped Boubín dominated the vast complex of undulating peaks
known as Šumava. On a clear day, from its rocky summit, even the
ephemeral peaks of the Alps could be seen far to the south,
emerging eerily like a procession of ships from the underlying
layers of haze. To the west lay Germany.

The roar of the motor, the biting wind, and
the penetrating chill made conversation impossible, so they all
huddled together under an assortment of coverings, clutching
tightly their baskets of home-cooked foodstuffs, swaying in unison
as the truck negotiated the hairpin turns. Can’t see how she can
just sit there with her eyes closed when there’s so much to
see, Jan mused, watching his mother, snuggled stoically
stone-faced next to him under an old blanket, nod and rock with the
sharp motion of the ride. Almost a month had passed since his
father left home and this was their first opportunity to see
him.

A wave of cheers rose as they approached the
encampment. Showered by friendly needling of those less lucky, the
fortunate soldiers greeted and embraced their loved ones with
guarded, almost embarrassed emotion and quickly dispersed to
various private corners among the shrubbery.

Father greeted them with an apprehensive
smile. “I’m so glad. I was hoping you’d come. And you brought the
boy.”

“We brought a few things.” Mother smiled
thinly. “I had no idea all this was here.” Mouth agape, she
scrutinized the vast complex of bunkers and pillboxes bristling
with weaponry, foremost among them massive emplacements of great
Škoda artillery pieces, menacing even under their camouflage nets.
Artfully shrouded under the growth of thick brush, overgrown with
mosses and shrubbery, the bunkers, too, were virtually invisible. A
spidery network of foxholes traversing the slopes was a beehive of
activity. The great guns and other weaponry thrust their barrels
westward toward Strážný, the last Czech border outpost, and beyond
it, Germany.

“That’s our little ‘Maginot Line’,” Father
said, referring obliquely to the famed French line of
fortifications, “only better—they don’t have the terrain.
Impressive, huh?” He put his arm around Jan’s shoulder. “Do you
miss me, Boy? I sure miss you. Miss you both.”

“We miss you, too, Dad.” Jan choked on the
words.

Father took the carefully wrapped package of
stuffed rabbit and bread dumplings they had brought, led them to a
nearby bunker, and came out with a large blanket that he spread on
a patch of grassy ground out of everyone’s way. Mother uncovered
the casserole, unwrapped the layers of green leaves covering the
meat, and watched in silence as he hungrily attacked the meager
offering. Their eyes met and she looked away.

“Still angry?” He sounded hurt.

She shook her head. “No,” she said in a voice
hollow with resignation.

“I’m sorry. You know I had to—”

“We’re managing.” She attempted a smile. “The
girls are doing all they can, but I had to let some of the folks
know they won’t be getting their stuff until this thing’s
over.”

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

She shrugged. “Money has been a
problem…paying the girls. But then, that’s always been a problem.
People don’t pay and I’m not good at—” She challenged him with a
hard look. “We really need you home.”

He shifted his gaze off into the distance,
square jaw working and lips moving, but in the end, cleared his
throat and said nothing.

“The last of the hay is in for the winter,
but the potatoes will be a problem. Old Man Soukup promised to plow
them out for us next week, but there just aren’t enough hands to
pick.” She sighed and hesitated. “Tomáš?”

“Hmm—”

“Remember, you promised? You said you might.
Do you suppose you could? Would they let you?”

His gaze hardened. The words tumbled out from
behind his clenched teeth and quivering lips. “Couldn’t the girls?
Granny maybe? The boy? He’s big enough, he’s strong. You know I
can’t.”

She bit her lip. “Guess we’ll have to manage
somehow.” Her look turned vacant.

Father took her hand.

She withdrew it. “Old man Clauder stopped by
the other day.”

“Clauder? Clauder came?” Father’s brow
furrowed. “That bastard! The nerve! What did he want?”

Both envied and disliked, the Clauders, the
only German family in Čekaná, owned its choice fields and employed many of
the town’s poorer folks as sharecroppers. Surrounded by a towering
stone wall and a massive iron gate, the picturesque and impeccably
maintained Clauder manor – a throwback to the medieval – permitted
the curious only a fleeting glimpse of their ostentatious life
behind manicured lawns and meticulously maintained flowerbeds.

Reverently called Doctor by the town folk,
the elder Clauder, a strict taskmaster, was a daily sight, riding
his horse over the fields, often accompanied by Madame Clauder, a
thin, elegantly dressed but stone-faced blond woman, riding
sidesaddle. Swishing their crops in the air, they would gallop past
the field hands as the women would stop working, half-straighten
their aching backs and curtsy awkwardly, and the men bowed their
heads and tipped their hats.

Jan both disliked and feared the Doctor ever
since the day he had chased him and Jakub, cursing at them in
German, crop swooshing menacingly, away from the manor creek they
had been exploring.

“He brought some work,” Mother said.

“After what’s happened, I wouldn’t move a
finger for him,” Father growled. The veins on his temples stood out
prominently.

“He brought his uniform. A German
uniform.”

“That whore! What nerve!”

“I do wish you’d watch your language in front
of the boy.” Mother cast an anxious look in Jan’s direction.

Father muttered something unintelligible and
spat into the grass.

“I turned him down, of course. Not that we
couldn’t use the money. He’s always paid—”

“I don’t care, he’s a German! Look what’s
going on! Look what they’re doing to us! I don’t want his bloody
money. Not a damn cent.”

Mother fell quiet and looked away.

“Dad?” Jan broke the awkward silence.

“Yes, Son?”

“Jakub said his uncle said that there was
gonna be a war. Is there going to be a war?”

Father’s bushy eyebrows arched in surprise.
“That depends, Boy. Hope not, but it surely looks like it.” He got
up, belched, and brushed some dried grass off his uniform. “Come,
let me show you something. Come, Lena. Let me show you what’s
really going on.”

He led them a short distance to a stony
outcrop where a pair of sentries manned two tripod-mounted
telescopes commanding an unobstructed view of the rolling expanses.
The soldiers saluted Father, gave Jan a smile, and bowed politely
to Mother.

Father bent over one of the telescopes.
“Anything?”

“See for yourself.” The soldier stepped
aside.

Squinting, Father peered into the eyepiece.
“Come, have a look.” He motioned to Mother. “Germany.”

Straining to see, she rubbed her eyes and
stiffened. “JesusMary! JesusMary!” Blood drained from her face. She
recoiled from the instrument. “JesusMary! I can’t believe it!”

“That’s Haidmühle you’re looking at, Ma’am,”
the soldier said. “The other scope is sighted on Bishofsreut.”

The other soldier disappeared and a few
moments later returned with a pair of ammo boxes. Smiling broadly,
he stacked them under the telescope, so that Jan could reach the
eyepiece.

Balancing on the boxes, Jan held his breath
to steady the hazy image in the reticule, and gasped. Spread below
him in a distant valley was a picturesque village, teeming with
life. The streets overflowed with soldiers, mingled with tanks and
artillery pieces, afloat in a sea of flags—red flags emblazoned
with swastikas.

*    *    *

Slumped at the kitchen table, Jan pushed
aside his homework and shifted uncomfortably. His back ached from
picking and hauling the potatoes Old Man Soukup had plowed up that
morning, and he tried to ignore the pain by daydreaming. His mind
drifted in anticipation of the coming trip to the mountain to see
his father again. Just thinking about it was a balsam for his
aches. Glancing wistfully at the clock, he wished for the time to
fly.

The subdued sounds of the radio, until now
only an indistinct babble coming from the workroom, became louder
as someone turned up the volume. The excited words gave him a
chill:

“…We are sad to report that a new
conference was held in Munich today, the twenty-ninth of September,
at the urging of the American president Franklin Delano Roosevelt.
At this conference, to which our ministers were not invited, the
fate of our republic was decided behind our back, behind closed
doors, against our wishes, and without even the courtesy by our
allies to consult with us. The agreement that was signed by the
Reichs Führer Adolf Hitler, Italian Leader Benito Mussolini, French
Prime Minister Edouard Daladier, and Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain of Great Britain effectively dismembers our Republic
and sacrifices our freedom, our national identity, our very
existence, on the altar of false hopes and promises of world peace.
With one stroke of a pen, those who purported to be our friends and
whose solemn word we expected them to honor have deceived us. They
readily gave away our land and our freedom for what they see as a
promise of world peace. How can they so naively believe that Herr
Hitler will keep his word? Are they blind to what is happening all
over Europe? Are they really that naïve? Esteemed citizens, this
concludes our report from the Foreign Ministry. President Beneš
will address the nation sometime tomorrow as soon as he has
conferred with Mr. Masaryk, our Foreign Minister, and has had a
chance to read and analyze the full text of the Munich Agreement.
We will keep you posted about the time of his speech and any
further developments. Pravda Vítězí! Truth Always Wins!”

The somber strains of Dvořák’s Ninth
Symphony replaced the bitter words vanishing into the ether.
Mother’s face turned ashen. Motionless, the seamstresses froze in
confused disbelief. Grandmother crossed herself, fished a rosary
out of the folds of her skirt, and started praying.

He didn’t understand it all, but knew it was
bad news. “Mamie? Mom? What’s happening? What’s he saying? What
does it mean?” He tugged at his mother’s arm.

“I don’t know, Son.” Her voice cracked as her
expression darkened. “But whatever it is, it’s not good.” She
crossed herself.

“Does it mean Dad will have to fight? Will
there be war?”

She looked at him through tears and didn’t
reply.

”Will we still go see him Saturday?”

She drew him close and almost in a whisper
said, “Hush, boy. You ask too many questions.”


CHAPTER 3

 Though
they all knew their men would be coming home, there was no joy
among the small dour-faced group huddled in the back of the fire
truck speeding from the mountain toward Čekaná. The only thing worse than not
coming home was coming home in disgrace. They all had read the
newspaper or heard the President say that the Republic had been
betrayed by its friends, and that in order to prevent unnecessary
bloodshed, he would order the soldiers to withdraw beyond the new
borders agreed upon at the Munich conference.

They had left the mountain earlier than Jan
had expected, while the waning sun still cast long gentle rays upon
the countryside, bathing it in extraordinary beauty, but he was
blind to it during much of the trip. His mind was reeling.

He had never seen his father so mad.
“Imagine, giving up without even firing a shot!” he ranted, barely
greeting them upon their arrival to the encampment. “Those fuckin’
bastards! Those whores! Those whore-lovers! We’re leaving nothing
here; I don’t care what the President says!” Livid, face glistening
with sweat, the veins on his temples bulging to the breaking point,
he continued to spew venom. Even Mother, withering under his rage,
didn’t dare to stop him.

“If it were up to us, we’d stay here and kick
their asses. Just look at them! Look what it’s doing to them!” He
made a sweeping motion toward the troops. “Look! Look at their
faces! Nobody wants to leave, not like this. In shame!”

The men stalked about, grim and red-eyed,
unabashedly shedding tears, venting their frustrations with
outbursts of obscenities directed equally at the Germans, the
French, and the British. All along the line, shouts and cursing
mingled with commands, as those not busy loading the trucks with
the accouterments of war worked feverishly to knock down the
emplacements and hook up the Škoda artillery pieces to the
tractors.

Father continued to rant and rave. Jan
expected his mother to castigate him, but she remained withdrawn,
silent. Finally, he disappeared in the bunker, and when he didn’t
come out for a long time, she gave him a nudge and said in a voice
quivering with anxiety, “Go see. Go see what he’s doing in
there.”

Dank and dark, the bunker smelled of mold and
rot. When Jan’s eyes became accustomed to the darkness, he saw his
father looking out of the firing slit, crying.

*    *    *

Father came home the following week. The
stream of retreating armor and trucks was soon swamped by a flood
of refugees clogging the main road leading from the settlements
ceded to Germany. Pulling all sort of conveyances – wagons,
bicycles, even prams – heaped with suitcases, boxes, rolled-up
bedding, sticks of furniture, anything they could fit, the hapless
hordes soon filled Čekaná to overflowing. In the fading light, they
resembled a procession of ghosts. Clad in as much clothing as they
could carry on themselves, they scurried up and down the streets,
pounding on doors, begging for a place to stay or a handout of
food.

Still in his uniform and in a seething foul
mood, Father swore when hard rapping on the door interrupted his
supper. “Go see who it is, Boy.”

Jan cracked the door open and found himself
face to face with three huddled figures, straining under lumpy
rucksacks on their backs and bulging mud-spattered suitcases in
their hands. A chill crawled up his spine. “Dad! I think you’d
better—”

The man put down the suitcase and tipped his
hat when Father appeared in the doorway. “Please, Sir, we beg you,
can you take us in?” He paused for a coughing spell. “Please? At
least for a while? For the night at least, ’til we can find
something? We have no place to go. Our little girl is sick. An
awful cough. We’re afraid she’ll get worse if we don’t find a warm
place for her. We can pay; we have some money. Please—”

Father glared at them, speechless. Sharply
outlined by the shaft of light cast by the window, the stranger had
the desperate look of a man at wit’s end. Overcome again by a
series of rasping coughs, he drew closer the collar of his coat to
ward off the evening chill and shuddered. Younger than Father, Jan
thought, despite his premature baldness and stubble-covered
bespectacled face. Mud caked the blue uniform under his coat,
crumpled from days of continuous wear. The woman beside him looked
at Father with desperation. Swathed in a shawl that completely
covered her face except for her pale blue eyes under thinly shaped
eyebrows, she wheezed softly with each steamy breath as she tried
to hold in check sporadic fits of trembling, A shivering young girl
about Jan’s age clung tightly to her side.

“Sir, Sergeant,” the man bowed slightly in
deference to Father’s uniform, “you know what it’s like out there;
you understand, don’t you? You’ve been up there. You’ve seen what
it’s like. You’ve seen it all.” His voice broke. “Please, Sir, help
us if you can. We’ve walked all day. Been on the road three days.
Slept in ditches. Froze at night. And our girl, just look at
her.”

Mother dabbed at her eyes with a
handkerchief.

“Please, Sir,” the man pleaded. “Ma’am?” He
turned to her.

“I don’t know.” Mother collected herself.
“What do you think, Tomáš? Maybe Angela’s room upstairs?”

“But Ma’am, please,” the man protested, “we
don’t want to put anybody out. We just thought you might, for the
night—”

“Oh, no,
no, I insist. The room is empty.”

She gave him a reassuring smile. “Had a girl
there, an apprentice from Vienna, but she didn’t come back after
the Anschluss.” Jan felt her sharp nudge. “Go help with the bags
while I put some water on the stove so these good people can get
cleaned up a bit.”

The man extended his hand. “The name is
Fiala. I’m Josef; this is Helena,” he motioned to his wife who
bowed slightly, “and that’s Zlata. I was the stationmaster in
Kvilda, and all they gave us was two hours. Just two hours!
Imagine! Two hours to cram a lifetime into a pair of suitcases!
What can you do in two hours?” His cough returned and he covered
his mouth with a soiled handkerchief. “We lost everything.”

*    *    *

“Heard you have somebody living with you,”
Jakub said as the boys settled into their favorite place on the
ledge and the goats scattered among the bushes.

“Yeah. How did you know?”

Jakub shrugged. “Everybody has somebody
living with them. We have somebody living with us, too.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. His name’s Uncle Isaac.”

“What! Another uncle?” Jan chortled.

“It’s not funny!” Jakub scowled.

“Hey, I was just kidding. Did he come with
all the other people that came?”

“He’s not a real uncle, but Dad said
that’s what I should call him. He knew Father from somewhere. They
were in the war together, or something.”

“So what about your real uncle, the
one in Switzerland? Aren’t you supposed to go see him? And what
about this new Uncle Isaac? Is he going, too? You told me—”

“Yeah, I know; that hasn’t changed.” Jakub’s
look darkened and he bit his lip. “I don’t know about Uncle Isaac,
but Father says we still can’t get some papers. Some kind of
permit. We got our passports, but because the Germans are in
Austria, we have to wait. Father says they don’t want Jews in
Switzerland either, even if they have the right papers. If they
find them on the train, they send them back or put them in jail…so
I don’t know.”

“So, can’t your Swiss uncle do
something?”

Jakub shrugged.

“So maybe you’re not going?” Jan gave him a
wide grin. “I’m glad you’re not going!”

“Don’t know.” He shrugged again.

“So how come they won’t let Jews travel?”

“Father says they blame us for losing the
war. The one where he got shot in the leg. And Uncle Isaac says
they really hate us and that everybody’s afraid of what’s going to
happen.”

“Yeah, but how can they tell you’re Jews
anyway?” Jan frowned. “I can’t tell. You don’t look any different
to me than anybody else, so how can they tell if you’re a Jew or
not?”

“’Cause the passport says so.”

Jan gave him an exasperated look. “So what if
you don’t tell them? You don’t have to tell them.”

“You don’t understand. You have to show your
papers, like birth certificate and stuff, to get your passports.
And besides, I’m circumcised. My father, too.” He looked away,
blushing. “All Jews are circumcised. And Uncle Isaac says
they strip people naked and look them over and that’s how they can
tell.”

The question of ‘Jewness’ had never entered
Jan’s mind. He accepted Mother’s matter-of-fact tolerance the way
he accepted Father’s hatred of the Germans, on a hypothetical
level, but without question. Still, it left him confused,
particularly since Father Tlachna, the parish priest, lambasted the
“infidel Jews” from the pulpit and called them Christ-killers.
Hadn’t he learned in the catechism that Jesus himself was a Jew?
That he was killed by the Romans? And what did that have to do with
Jakub anyway?

*    *    *

Jan dozed over a book in the back of the
workroom, the largest room in the house. He liked this room. He
could see but not be seen, hidden among the labyrinth of tables,
Singers, stools, armoires, racks, and piles of material—an
organized mayhem in which, nevertheless, everything had its proper
place. It was the warmest room in the house, too, with a drum-like
sawdust-fired stove glowing cherry-red in the corner.

The radio announcer commenced the recap of
the daily news:

“…Reuters Agency correspondent reports
that last Wednesday, November the Ninth, in several German cities
and towns, mobs of marauding SA – Stormabtailung – and other Nazi
sympathizers plundered Jewish stores and burned many synagogues.
The raids took place during the evening hours. Glass from the
storefronts littered the sidewalks like broken crystal. Some of the
Jews, caught either in the streets or in their establishments, were
beaten to death. Reportedly, more than ninety Jews lost their
lives. The raids reportedly occurred as a revenge for the death of
a German diplomat in France, allegedly killed by a Jewish man. We
will bring you further details as they become available. This is
Radio Praha...”

Jan watched drowsily as Father turned off the
radio, slipped on an overcoat, and stalked off into the night.
Middle-of-the-night visits to the outhouse were not
uncommon. Minutes later, he caught a glimpse of Mr. Fiala, their
new tenant, bundled in his overcoat, heading for the front door.
Caught by the wind, the door slammed shut with a sharp crack that
echoed through the house like a shot.

Dozing by the stove, smudged half-moon
glasses perched on the tip of her nose and newspaper pages slipping
from her lap, Mother lurched with a start. “JesusMary, what was
that?” She spun around and her gaze stopped at Jan. “Did you
do that? You’ll wake the dead!” She gathered the paper that had
spilled onto the floor. “Can’t you be more careful?”

“It was the wind! The door got away from Mr.
Fiala, Mom. I didn’t do anything, I swear,” Jan protested.

“Where’s your father? What time’s it anyway?”
She pushed her glasses up and squinted in the direction of the
clock.

“Midnight.”

“Midnight? JesusMary, what are you
doing up so late? You should be in bed! How many times have I told
you!”

Jan cringed, expecting a tongue-lashing.

She fixed him with a withering look just as
the door again swung open, sending a blast of cold air into the
house. The hallway came alive with the sounds of feet shuffling on
the coarse tiles and the grunts and oaths of straining bodies,
someone kicked the kitchen door open—and Father, Mr. Fiala,
Constable Kubek, and their neighbor Hrášek, the carpenter, stumbled
in, dripping rain, more dragging than carrying two heavy wooden
crates.

The constable pulled up short. “What about
him? I thought you said—” He nodded severely toward Jan who stood
there wide-eyed, mouth open.

“I’ll take care of it,” Father snapped,
sending Jan scampering to bed with the harshest of looks.

Peering through the crack in the door, heart
pounding with excitement, Jan saw the men put down the crates and
the carpenter pry open the lids. Constable Kubek pulled aside a
soiled military blanket, revealing the contents—an assortment of
guns smeared with Cosmoline, wrapped in long strips of cloth. As
the men checked each weapon, Hrášek, the carpenter, disappeared
outside and returned within moments with a satchel full of tools.
The men resealed the crates and gently slid aside the dining table.
Sprawled on all fours, the carpenter took a few quick measurements
and with a fine-toothed saw, cut a square opening in the wooden
floor.

Father dropped a bare light bulb into the
gaping opening and, taking turns, the men lowered themselves into
the cobweb-infested space. Jan could hear their grunts and hushed
comments, and see their shadows dance crazily as they dug a large
hole in the silty soil. And then, faces twisted with strain, they
lowered the crates into the hole, taking extra care not to damage
the edges of the opening, covered them with the soil and detritus,
and smoothed the ground to remove all traces of the dig. After
carpenter Hrášek returned the wooden plug, Mother swept and washed
the floor, pulled a thin rug over the cut, and Father replaced the
table. Flushed with satisfaction, the men shook hands and filed out
into the night.


CHAPTER 4

 It was
mid-afternoon of a frosty Ninth of March when the church bell began
to toll. Customarily heard calling the faithful to mass and at
noontime to mark the hour, it only came to life at other times when
something catastrophic or extraordinary happened—an accident, a
flood, or, heaven forbid, a fire.

Jan looked up at the clock, and a prickly
feeling shot up and down his spine.

Peeling potatoes and humming softly one of
the wordless songs from her endless inventory, his grandmother
stiffened, turning pale as the melody died on her lips. Father, a volunteer fireman of long
standing, tossed aside the dress he was stitching and instinctively
reached for his fireman’s regalia.

“JesusMary, what’s going on?” Blood drained
from Mother’s face. “Boy, go see!’

The street, full of crusty ruts, turned
slushy where the sun kissed the thick covering of last night’s
snow, and he skidded as he ran out. With the sound still
reverberating in the air, other people began to spill out of the
houses, scanning the sky for the telltale smudge of smoke, sniffing
the air, milling about in worrisome anticipation.

Zlata and her parents leaned out of the
upper-floor window of their room, scanning the area. She shouted
and waved. “Ahoj, Jan. We can’t see anything.”

Jan waved back.

“Hey!” Jakub slapped him on the back.

“You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that!”
Jan gave him a friendly shove.

“This is Uncle Isaac I told you about.” Jakub
tugged at the sleeve of a tall, sallow-faced, sinewy stranger next
to him. “I thought you’d be out.”

“So, you’re Jan, eh?” Uncle Isaac offered his
gnarled hand as he measured Jan with a probing gaze. “We finally
get to meet, huh?” His handshake felt like the grip of a vise.

“Yessir. We heard the bell. What’s going
on?”

“You mean, you don’t know?” He rolled his
eyes. “I’ll tell you what’s going on! That weakling president of
ours Hácha caved in; gave in to them. That’s what. And now we’re
seeing the consequences.”

“The President? Gave in to whom?”

Uncle Isaac rolled his eyes. “Hitler and
Göring, of course. In Berlin. Haven’t you heard? It was all over
the radio this morning. Things might have been different if
President Beneš hadn’t resigned last October. Hácha is a weakling.
They called him to Berlin and he caved. Maybe Beneš would have,
too, but we’ll never know now.”

Jan shook his head. “A tube’s burned out on
our set, so Dad couldn’t—”

“Guess you’re still too young for lots of
it.” Uncle Isaac sighed. “But someday, you boys’ll understand. Just
remember this day. Remember what that bastard did. I wouldn’t be
surprised if—”His jaw dropped as a hush, a murmur, a collective
gasp rose from the crowd.

All heads turned westward to the distant bend
in the road where a dark animated blob against the snow-covered
hills resolved into a line of armor that slowly advanced toward the
town. The sound finally reached them—a harsh roar of motors and a
staccato-like clattering of tanks, filling the air and growing
louder by the minute. Everyone froze, first in disbelief, and then
in horror as little orange flames and the rattling of gunfire
erupted from the armor. A flock of pigeons rose from somewhere,
circled frantically above the rooftops and, just as quickly, dove
out of sight.

“The Huns! The Germans! It’s the Germans!”
The cry echoed down the line as the crowd picked it up.

Cursing under his breath, Uncle Isaac grabbed
the boys and jerked them close to him, shielding them with his
body. “It’s all right, it’s all right. It’s all right!” He yanked
Jakub’s hand until he stumbled. “C’mon, quick, let’s get out of
here. And you,” he gave him a shove, “go home before it’s too late.
Go home! Go! Run!”

Panic swept the crowd. People scattered in
all directions and in no time, the streets were deserted. An eerie
quiet settled over everything, except for the occasional thud of a
door slamming or window closing, and the gradually increasing
rumble of the tanks.

*    *    *

“Careful, Boy.” Father squeezed Jan’s
shoulders, as he made room for him at the window. The windowpane
felt cold against Jan’s forehead and his breath condensed on the
glass. He wiped it with his sleeve.

The town square, spread before him to the
left, and the town hall, stood deserted. Across the road, the Kohen
store was dark and shuttered. Jan thought he saw a curtain move in
one of the upstairs windows. Jakub?

At the other window, Mother and the Fialas
stared glumly into the street. Trying to hold back tears, Mother
dabbed at her eyes with the corner of her apron. In the back of the
room, hands trembling and lips moving in silent prayer, Grandmother
fingered the beads on her rosary. Zlata’s whining questions about
what was going on went unanswered.

Jan felt a comforting squeeze on his
shoulder. “Never forget this day, Son. Never forget this day,”
Father whispered hoarsely.

Slipping and sliding, a squad of motorcycle
troopers emerged from the outskirts and behind them tanks. The
noise swelled to a crescendo. Columns of dirty exhaust rose
skyward, spun there into reeling vortices by the wind. The ground
shook and the windows rattled until they all recoiled in shock. The
noxious smell of fumes made Jan gasp.

Three of the tanks swung into the town square
and came to a halt. Swinging menacingly from side to side, their
guns came to rest on the town hall. Minutes went by. Tension
mounted. Finally, the town hall door creaked open and two men
stepped out: the mayor, chest all but covered by a wide tricolor
band, and Dr. Clauder, now hardly recognizable in a crisp German
uniform. A red swastika armband emblazoned his sleeve.

The hatch of the lead tank opened with a dull
clang and an SS officer rose from the turret.

Dr. Clauder snapped to attention with a
resounding click of his heels, and thrusting his right hand skyward
in a Nazi salute, cried out passionately, “Heil Hitler!”

The mayor, stared into the ground, frozen to
the spot.

The man in the turret ignored the Doctor and
surveyed the scene with a scowl.

Somewhat flustered now, his uplifted arm
quivering ever so slightly, Dr. Clauder repeated, this time louder,
“Heil Hitler! Ich bin Doktor Clauder. I’d like to welcome
you to Čekaná.”

“Sturmbannführer Fuchs. Heil
Hitler!” the SS man shot back, as his gloved hand, holding a
riding crop, came up in a lazy swipe of a Nazi salute. He shifted
his glare and shook the crop at the mayor. “And who is he? Why is
he not saluting properly? Wie heissen Sie? Who are you? What
is your name?” he barked, not waiting for the Doctor’s answer.

“He is the mayor, Herr
Sturmbannführer. He doesn’t speak German.” Dr. Clauder
shifted uneasily. “He doesn’t understand.”

Sturmbannführer Fuchs’ pudgy face
twisted in a contemptuous sneer. “Perhaps he doesn’t want to. Or
perhaps we must teach him?” He let out a short, hoarse laugh.

Hearing but not wanting to believe, Jan’s
parents and the Fialas gathered around the radio that alternated
somber funerary music with pleas for calm and cooperation with the
Germans. Father uncorked a bottle of slivovitz and they all lifted
a tearful toast to the picture of President Masaryk, the revered
founder of the Republic. It was the first time Jan’s father had
poured him a drink. He felt grown-up but self-conscious, aware of
Zlata’s gaze on him as he tried not to choke on the searing liquid.
Crackling static interrupted the announcer’s voice and the strains
of the national anthem filled the air. They joined in, singing and
crying at the same time, unashamed of the tears. Feeling his
father’s calloused hands on his shoulders, Jan sensed he had just
become a witness to a cathartic event that would change their lives
forever.

That night, Father took the national flag and
the picture of President Masaryk that until now had occupied a
prominent place in the house, wrapped them in a large scrap of
oilcloth, and hid them in the space under the kitchen floor.

The German garrison took over one of the beer
halls, while Sturmbannführer Fuchs installed himself in the
Clauder manor. Short and stocky, almost rotund in his tight-fitting
uniform, Fuchs exaggerated his height by the rakish angle of the
skull-and-bones-emblazoned hat tilted up to take full advantage of
its concave shape, and the thick soles of his riding boots. His
pink and clean-shaven face was smooth, except for a long scar on
his left cheek. A narrow, reddish mustache complemented the thin
line of his lips. Rumor had it that he had received the scar during
a saber duel while a student at Heidelberg. The scar had a tendency
to darken whenever he became upset or enraged—often the only
indication of emotion on his otherwise inscrutable face. But his
eyes provided the best insight into his soul, or, as some of the
folks would say, the lack of it. Pale gray, intense and unblinking,
they exuded contempt for anything they rested upon. Looking into
them was like gazing into an abyss. Though he wore glasses, he
preferred a monocle that hung on a thin black lanyard from his
breast pocket. He used it often, and when he did, the eye behind it
became magnified, bulging to the point of being grotesque – not
unlike that of an octopus – a hypnotic point that bore through
everything it met. Adorning his chest, prominently displayed and
perfectly centered in the fold of his lapels, was an Iron Cross. A
red and white swastika band emblazoned his left sleeve. A
Parabellum in a black holster hung from his belt, and he was
inseparable from what was to become his trademark—a riding crop
firmly gripped in his gloved hand and used as deftly as a conductor
would a baton to punctuate the air when barking out orders.

Fuchs’ heavy hand was soon felt far and wide.
Every day, old man
Paleček‘s drum roll would
announce yet another edict, yet another regulation: All
political parties are henceforth dissolved. All Masaryk pictures
must be destroyed within three days. Anyone caught with or
displaying the picture of the former president will be severely
punished. All public signs and inscriptions will be in two
languages, with the German language prominent and placed above the
Czech language. The country is now a German protectorate called
Böhmen und Mähren—Bohemia and Moravia. Referring to it as the
Republic is forbidden. The only official flag is the flag of the
German Reich. All flags of the former republic will be destroyed
immediately. Anyone caught with the flag of the republic will be
punished. The official national anthem is Deutchland Deutchland
Über Alles.

Raiding Nazi parties that swept the town
looking for illegal pictures and flags found none. Even so, the
elderly schoolmaster was hauled off to jail for no apparent reason
other than to make him an example of the occupiers’ power and
resolve.

One day, a black Mercedes skidded to a halt
in front of the Clauder Manor, and two grim looking men, dressed in
ankle-length leather coats, stepped out. Obviously expected, after
exchanging Heil Hitlers and conferring with Fuchs and Dr.
Clauder, they made their way to the town hall and the office of
Constable Kubek, whom they summarily evicted. A new sign appeared
on the door. It read: “Geheime Stadtspolizei,” or as it was
commonly known and whispered about with great fear, Gestapo.


CHAPTER 5

 Rocking
gently back and forth on his heels, the new headmaster surveyed the
class. His unblinking gaze shifted lazily from a list of names to
the students squirming uncomfortably under his scrutiny. Young,
slightly built, pale, and intense, his colorless appearance drew
the eye to a large button pin displayed prominently on the lapel of
his tweed coat—a black swastika in a white circle rimmed by
red.

Mrs. Málek, the teacher started to introduce him, but he waved
her off.

Flushed, she moved off to the side and stood
staring into the ground.

“Ich bin Hans Dietrich. My name is
Hans Dietrich,” he said in a heavily accented Czech. Scanning the
rows of children, his gaze rested briefly on each as though trying
to burn their faces into memory, before stopping at Jan and Jakub’s
desk. He consulted the list one more time and his expression
hardened. His piercing look lingered first on Jakub, then on Jan. A
scowl swept over his face.

Jan wilted under his stare, as a sickening
numbness knotted his stomach. Why was the man looking at him like
this? He didn’t look this way at any of the others!

“Wie heisst du, Knabe?” he snapped,
and Jan instinctively recoiled. The scowl disappeared and his eyes
narrowed in a grimace. The corner of his mouth remained upturned,
baring his teeth and making him appear ready to pounce.

Jan froze.

“Your name!” Hans Dietrich barked. “Speak up,
boy! Your name!”

“Jan Neuman,” Jan stammered in a tiny,
choking voice.

Herr Dietrich pursed his lips, and glared at
Jan for a few breathless moments before his gaze shifted to Jakub.
“And you there, wie heisst du?”

Jakub lowered his head, stood up, and stared
into the floor.

Herr Dietrich’s face reddened. “I said wie
heisst du? Answer me!”

“Jakub.”

Even in the suffocating silence of the
classroom, Jakub’s response was barely audible.

“Jakub? Jakub what?”

“Jakub Kohen.”

A wisp of a smile briefly crossed Herr
Dietrich’s face, but disappeared just as quickly. His eyes became
two slits boring a hole through Jan’s friend. “Bist du ein Jude? Ein kleine Jude? Are you a
Jew?”

Jakub swallowed hard and remained silent.

Jan felt a brief but overwhelming surge of
relief that made him weak in the knees. It was Jakub he wanted!
He wasn’t after me. He was after him, flooded his brain, but
his relief turned to guilt, and then to nausea. He felt like
retching.

“Bist du ein Jude? Are you a Jew?
Answer me!”

Jakub looked up and met Herr Dietrich’s
searing stare. “Yes! I’m a Jew!”

Jan looked at him in surprise, tinged with
envy. Of the two, he thought himself the stronger one, the
protector. Watching him standing there defiantly, pale-faced, chest
heaving, breathing heavily, he wondered if he would have had
the courage to do as Jakub did, had he been similarly
tested.

Herr Dietrich stopped rocking. “So you
are the little Jew! I should have known.” His voice dripped
with derision.

Jakub began to shake.

”Jews are the polluters of the Aryan race and
the vermin of the earth,” Herr Dietrich burst out in a rising
staccato-like delivery. “They are not permitted in the institutions
of learning in the German Reich.” He swept the class with a glare.
“There will be no Jews in my school! Verstehst du?
Verstehen Sie? Keine Juden! No Jews!” His gaze devoured
Jakub as he spoke.

He turned to Mrs. Málek cowering behind him.
“Keine Juden, verstehen Sie?” He disgustedly threw the list
of names on the desk and slammed down the fist. “Keine
Juden!” His face reddened.

Almost imperceptibly, she nodded.

He spun around and glared at Jakub. “You,
Jude, get out. Get out. Get out right now! ‘Raus, Jude,
‘raus! Raus! Get out! Out! Out! Raus gehen!
Schnell!”

Stunned, Jakub froze for a few moments and
then, eyes flooding with tears, began gathering his books.

“Verstehst du mir nicht? Don’t you understand me?
Raus, Jude. Raus! Schnell! Leave those. You will not need
them.”

The school bag slipped from Jakub’s hands and
the books spilled on the floor. He made a move to retrieve them,
but Herr Dietrich’s scream stopped him cold.

“I’ll get ’em for you,” Jan whispered.

Followed by a dozen of terrified eyes, Jakub
stumbled out of the classroom.

Herr Dietrich’s stare followed Jakub out the
door, and when it slammed shut behind him, he
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