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CHAPTER 1

THE HEURIGER

It was lively and happy in the small village in the heart of Austria. The yellow Heuriger hotel glowed with light in the summer night, and there were people all in and around it. There was much laughter, and everyones breath smelled like beer. The bar and restaurant of the hotel rang loud with banging and shouting, and the cooking made the whole village aromatic with fried foods, sausage, and bread.

A cook stood outside smoking a cigarette, and she watched six children run by her, all squealing. Four of the children were almost fully naked; two of the boys and two of the girls wearing only underwear. Two older boys ran up to the cook and asked where the other kids were. She leaned her head to her left. They ran to the back of the hotel where the outdoor seating was and the pond, and squeals echoed in the night. The four naked children jumped in the pond. They had big manic smiles while they were in the air, and then there were four crashes of water. The cook watched the older boys carry the two clothed children by her and over to the giant wine barrel in the playground, which was jail. She smiled while she put out her cigarette and went back to the kitchen.

Friends and family sat at the picnic table by the pond, eating. A boys head poked out of the water and moved slowly towards the group. One of them watched this little head move towards them, the boy looking at him. When the boys head reached the edge of the water, he spat a jet stream of pond water at as many of the people as he could.

Spinnst du! one of the men said. He grabbed a piece of bread and threw it at the boy. It landed next to his head as it moved back into the pond. This boy was Max, or the Maxi as they said.

Leo was the baker at the Heuriger. He was known as Big Leo, because he had a big strong chest, shoulders, and arms, a slight bread belly, and stood a little over six feet tall with a big handsome nose, a big frowning moustache, thick unkempt hair, and a beard. All big features, but his eyes were gentle and kind. He worked quickly in the busy kitchen, getting all the dough into the oven. A woman beat a pork chop with a hammer and another chef cut apples for Apfelstrudel.

Rosina ran the front desk of the hotel. The place had been built in the 1600s and had only minor renovations to keep it running well. The entrance was a cozy ornate wooden place with a cozy woman greeting the guests, and it smelled like cigarettes and schnitzel. The guests enjoyed seeing Rosina. She was a happy young woman, always praying and blessing. She was a Spanish girl and her ancestors were Moors, so her skin was dark and her hair bushy and curly. Leo had met her when he was apprenticing as a baker in Spain, and they married there.

A group of four young men entered the hotel, all dressed nicely because they had come from work.

Servus, griass di! one of them said to Rosina.

Griass euch, willkommen! she replied.

Rosina had checked them in a couple days ago. They would probably drink a couple beers, eat a sausage with cheese in it, and go to bed. As they walked by her to go to the bar, she heard them talking about a draft and about whether they would have to report. She prayed for them and for her husband.





CHAPTER 2

THE COURTYARD

It was the next day, and Leo and Rosina were relaxing in the small courtyard of the hotel. Leo drank a black coffee and Rosina a cacao. She saw the top of a little head in the windows of one of the walls of the courtyard, with just the eyes spying in. She knew it was Max, and she winked at him. He walked into the courtyard to them, looking tired of it all, his hair going in every direction.

Good morning, Maxerl, Leo said to him.

Max didnt make eye contact.

Have you had a rough morning? Leo asked him.

My teacher called me a loof, he said.

Leo made a deep sounding but sweet chuckle and said, Do you know what that means?

It means Im stupid.

No, it means you dont like to do schoolwork.

I dont.

Come sit here, Rosina said to Max. He sat next to her, and she gave him her cacao.

What are you learning about? Leo asked.

We are learning about how the Romans tried to invade the German tribes, and about other wars.

Who wants to hear about that nasty stuff anyway, Leo said.

Leo? Max said.

Yes?

Do I have to fight when I grow up?

Not if you dont want to.

My Oma told me never to fight.

Leo looked at the sweet boy.

Why did she say that if adults are always fighting? Max asked.

They didnt listen to their mothers.

Maybe they didnt have one, Max said.

Maybe not.

Rosina said to him, The whole world could be at war, but that doesnt mean you have to be. We are taught to love everyone and to forgive everyone.

Should I love them if they are bad? Max asked.

Yes. Maybe they are bad because no one loved them. Maybe no one loves them because they are bad. We need love as we need water. If someone is mean to you or hits you, dont hit them back. Love them still and forgive them, so there can be no evil in your heart, and then maybe it will make the evil in their heart go away.

Leo finished his coffee and Max finished his cacao.

Lets take some bread to your Oma, Leo said.

Leo wrapped up a nice loaf in a cloth and they left. Leo was barefooted and the cobblestone was cool on his feet. Max saw his feet and took off his shoes. They passed the cow stables and smelled the fresh manure in the thin air. A cow did a lazy moo at them as they walked by. They went to the edge of the village where the cobblestone ended and walked the dirt path along a field of golden wheat. The wind blew mightily against the clouds in the sky and the two felt a soft breeze. The sun shone on them, reflecting on the wheat, making the air golden.

They were close now. She lived in a yellow cottage in the village, deeply surrounded by fruit trees, flowers, and vines. Plum trees and cherry trees lined the path to her home, which was soft grass on their feet.

Leo wondered how one could feel down in such a pretty place. They smelled a soup cooking over a fire, and as they walked past the last plum trees, the cottage came into full view and they saw smoke coming from the chimney.

They walked onto the porch and all the windows were open. Leo poked his head inside the window next to the front door and said, Hallo! in his big voice. Then they walked in.

The house was warm inside and everything was made of wood, handmade, as well as the colorful tapestries that hung all around. Maxs Oma waddled from the kitchen to greet them. She saw them and threw her short arms up and said, pfiad di Gott, and kissed his cheek. Come in for soup, youre just in time with the bread.

In the kitchen hung drying herbs all around, and pots and pans hung on the walls. The whole kitchen glowed soft orange from the fire, and a big pot sat over the flames. Get some bowls, she motioned towards the bowl cabinet as she went to get a jar of seeds to feed the blue birds who were waiting patiently at her open kitchen window. They had found that entering the kitchen meant that they would surely get hit with a frying pan, but sitting by the window was acceptable.

Leo got three bowls out and looked around in the big pot. Are you a vegetarian? he asked.

I dont eat anything that doesnt want to be eaten, she replied.

Leo joked, Maybe the vegetables dont want to be eaten either.

You only see them running from you if you eat the bad mushrooms, she said. It caught Leo off guard and he laughed.

They sat down at the U-shaped booth that wrapped around the table and they ate.

I have tried to make this soup like you do, but I never can. It is incredible, Leo said.

You make the bread, Ill make the soup, she replied.

Leo chuckled to himself.

Have you thought of getting a radio so you can listen to music while you cook? Leo asked.

The birds make a marvelous concert, she said.

Max had been quiet. Leo saw him and noticed that he was still down.

Maxerl, how can you be feeling down when your Oma is so wonderful, and her cooking is so wonderful?

Oma leaned over to Max and caressed his little head in her bosom. He is having trouble doing all the things he is supposed to do. His parents think he may be slow, but I know he isnt, because I have seen that he is a fine boy, fast even. Has he asked you yet?

He has asked me some things, Leo said.

What of?

World peace, mostly.

I told you hes fast, she said. She looked down to Max and said, Ask him about the apprenticeship.

Max said without looking up, I want to be a baker.

Come over as much as you like. Rosina will be very happy with it too.

Max looked at Leo and smiled.
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