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Prologue

Baden-Baden, 1997

***

Gently, the Learjet touched down on the runway. The arrival of a private plane at Baden Airpark was nothing unusual. The staff were accustomed to wealthy guests and famous personalities. In the nearby spa town of Baden-Baden and during the Iffezheim horse racing week, illustrious visitors regularly honored the place with their presence.

When the jet from Milan landed, no one paid it much attention. The young tabloid photographer was there more out of habit than genuine interest in the airport. However, when the Learjet was taxied directly into a remote hangar, she became curious.

Her journalistic instincts stirred; someone truly interesting must have arrived. Yet the air of secrecy puzzled her. She paused, mentally scanning the days ahead. No significant events were scheduled in the coming days that would warrant such prominence. No award ceremonies or charity galas, no festivals or press balls.

Through her long lens, she glanced into the hangar and saw the airplane’s passenger coming down the stairs. Judging by the figure, it was an older woman, dressed entirely in black and wearing an enormous hat. Her face remained hidden. The lady climbed into a waiting limousine. Moments later, the car with its tinted windows rolled past the photographer. She kept shooting, though she was certain the pictures wouldn’t reveal anything. The car had license plates from Karlsruhe.

Her thoughts caught on a new possibility. A corporate takeover was scheduled in Karlsruhe that coming weekend. Industrial reporting wasn’t usually her territory, but if a mysterious celebrity was traveling into town for that very reason, it might be worth sticking with the story.

She packed her things and headed for Karlsruhe.

***

At the same time, in the airspace above Frankfurt

She opened her eyes and blinked a few times when the young flight attendant touched her lightly on the shoulder. “Ma’am, we’ll be landing shortly.”

Of course they would be landing shortly. She hadn’t slept—she was far too excited for that. She simply hadn’t felt like engaging in small talk with the overly eager flight attendants. A private jet… what unnecessary fuss, she thought, shaking her head. She was largely unknown to the public; a regular commercial flight would have been perfectly fine—even business class, for all she cared. But her sons had insisted on the jet. They had also talked her out of taking a train for the onward journey. So a limo would be waiting at the airport to take her to Karlsruhe.

She despised having others make decisions for her, but she went along with it. Her sons loved her and wanted to make the trip as comfortable as possible.

But all of that was secondary. She was in Germany. And setting aside all the needless extravagance, she was looking forward to the coming events the way a child looks forward to Kiritog.

***

Karlsruhe – Durlach, that same evening

Resi’s reflection smiled back at her. I’ve become an old woman, she thought with amusement, adding a few more tiny wrinkles to the many already lining her face.

A soft knock sounded, and her granddaughter poked her head through the door. “Grandma, Meier has pulled up. We really should go.” She remained standing in the doorway, waiting.

The old lady sighed quietly. Give me, Lord—but right away. That was just like her granddaughter. She herself felt no rush. They wouldn’t start without her; after all, it was her event. Ever since she’d learned that the last two guests had arrived, she had been looking forward to the ceremony with growing excitement. Earlier, her private secretary had handed her two handwritten cards, both delivered by couriers. That was how they had communicated all these years—handwritten, by mail, or, when possible, by messenger. In the past because there had been no alternative; now because they could all afford such eccentricities.

It was time. She rose from her chair, picked up a neatly folded cloth handkerchief lying on the table before her, pressed it briefly to her chest, and slipped it into her handbag.

Now she was ready.

Together with her granddaughter, she descended the sweeping staircase where the driver was waiting. She would ask him to take the route past the main train station, through the city that had grown so dear to her heart.
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Újfalu, March 1945

***

In the west of Hungary, north of Lake Balaton, gentle rolling hills stretched across meadows and fields, with broad beech forests cut through by winding little streams. Nestled peacefully among them lay the small village of Újfalu. Its bright white church tower was the only building of any height and could be seen from far away. The villagers affectionately called their home Falucska, meaning “little village.”

The war had already been raging for more than five years when it finally found its way to Falucska.

The old man stared fearfully into the sweaty face of the Russian soldier.

“Here Germans? Nazis?!” the soldier demanded again, his voice somehow both a whisper and a shout, though such a thing should have been impossible. They stood facing each other in the cemetery at the edge of the village—the old man with a watering can, having just come to fetch water, the soldier with his rifle raised. A small group of soldiers crouched behind gravestones, waiting for their commander’s signal. A reconnaissance unit. They had come without tanks, but they were dangerous, nonetheless.

The old man was terrified. He knew nothing of the Germans who had taken up hidden positions on the far side of the village. No one in Falucska knew of them at that moment. So he shook his head. No. No Germans.

“Go!”

The old man hurried away as fast as he could.

“The Russians are coming! The Russians are coming!” The news spread like wildfire. A few women had also spotted the soldiers in the cemetery, immediately turned back, and were now running through the village, screaming at the top of their lungs.

It didn’t take long for the German commander at the opposite end of the village to hear the commotion. He immediately gave the order to attack. The German tank thundered through the village toward the cemetery, armed soldiers following behind. After a brief but fierce skirmish, the Russians were either dead or had fled. The two trucks they had left parked outside the village were quickly blown up by the Germans.

By the next morning, Hitler’s soldiers were gone as well.

The Russians’ revenge for what they believed was the villagers’ betrayal came swiftly. They returned only a few days later. Filled with hatred, they accused the people of Falucska of having deceived them on purpose. They drove a tank into the main street while infantrymen approached from behind the houses’ gardens, forcing the villagers out into the open. They set houses on fire at random and shot several of the men without reason.

Then they settled into Falucska for several days. They took over two of the houses and demanded the villagers’ supplies. If they encountered men on the street, they beat them. Rumors spread that they lured young women and girls into the house and assaulted them. But the women of Falucska were proud and unyielding. None of them ever spoke a word about it.

When the soldiers finally left, the people reclaimed their beloved village. They mourned their dead, rebuilt the burned houses, and waited for the war to end.
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Újfalu, Late Summer 1945

***

“Szervusz1, Resi!”

Gisela leaned her head through the open door of the summer kitchen and spotted her older sister bent over the cast iron stove. She stepped down the two stone steps into the sun-drenched room. Along the far wall stood the massive stove, pots of every size arranged across its surface. A fire crackled beneath the iron plates, its flickering glow slipping through the narrow vents. The kitchen was sweltering; steam rose, bubbles burst, and from the stove drifted a wonderfully sweet scent that wrapped itself around Gisela the moment she entered.

Resi stirred slowly in a huge pot and turned her head with a smile, never pausing her rhythm. A few strands of her dark curls had escaped the bun at the back of her head and framed her flushed face. She was strong, though not heavy—she worked too hard for that. Gisela knew Resi didn’t think much of her own looks, always complaining about her nose being too small and her mouth too wide. But to Gisela, her sister’s doe brown eyes and warm smile were nothing short of enchanting.

“Fiati Gott2. I’m just cooking…” Resi began.

“No, wait—don’t tell me!”

Gisela descended the last step, lifted her chin, and drew in the air with exaggerated delight. “Mmm… I know it already. Redcurrant juice!”

Resi chuckled. “Close. But this will be Ribisel-Lekvár3. We’re almost out. I made juice this morning already. Look—those bottles over there are filled.” She pointed with her elbow toward the shelves lining the walls, crowded with glass bottles and jars of jam.

Gisela let her gaze wander along the rows. Some jars stood upside down so the cooling jam would seal them airtight. Between the bright red jars she spotted others filled with a deep, almost black blackberry preserve, as well as larger jars of preserved cherries and gooseberries. Everything was neatly arranged and stacked, every inch of shelf space used. On the highest shelves—well out of reach of children’s hands—Resi had set even larger containers where fruit rested beneath sugar and schnapps. Gisela was already looking forward to autumn, when Resi’s concoctions would have transformed into the finest liqueur. She could almost taste that bittersweet warmth on her tongue.

“Go on, hand me the groaßi Rain4.”

Gisela took the large pot from the counter in the corner and passed it to her sister. She loved these days when Resi cooked juices and jams; on such afternoons, the cozy kitchen was her favorite place in the entire farmyard.

The Varjas Sisters—Resi, Gisela, and Hanni—ran the small farm their parents had left behind.

Since their parents’ passing, the three of them had managed to provide for themselves: rows of vegetables and fruit trees, chickens, a handful of geese, pigs, and cows, along with the jars of jam and bottles of juice they sold to make a little extra. Their farm sat at the center of the village. Only a single dirt road cut through Falucska, with houses branching off to either side. Shallow ditches lined the road, and small wooden bridges arched over them, leading into the individual yards.

Most of the homesteads looked much the same. To the left of each entrance stretched a long, low house with a covered veranda and attached behind it the stable. At the back of the yard, a small fence separated the chicken run from the rest of the property. Beyond the hens lay the vegetable garden and the orchard, where the geese wandered during the day. On the right side of each yard stood the rear wall of the neighboring house, close enough that voices often carried from one family to the next.

The Varjas farm had one advantage not everyone in the village enjoyed: a well of its own, right in the middle of the yard, with clean drinking water. Many families had no well at all, or theirs produced only brackish water. They fetched what they needed from the three public wells along the village road.

The sisters loved their farm, which had survived even the Russian attack without damage. It would never make them wealthy, but it kept them fed, kept them steady, and none of them had ever known real hunger.


[image: ]

The Varjas Farm; drawn by A. Schillinger


“Make way! Fresh goods! Apricots and garlic! Stand clear, train’s coming through!”

The sisters burst into giggles. With this familiar announcement, Gisela’s husband Karl staggered into the summer kitchen, a large wicker basket strapped to hisback the way the vineyard workers carried their grape tubs. The rig left one hand free for his walking stick—his left leg had never fully recovered after the war. He eased the basket onto the kitchen table, wrestled himself out of the harness, and limped over to the bench. With a long, relieved sigh, he sat down.

Resi lifted the lid and peered eagerly inside. The basket was brimming with apricots. The promised garlic bulbs were surely buried at the bottom. She picked up a few fruits, turning them between her fingers, bringing them to her nose. She had been waiting for this moment for days.

“Oh, Karl, thank goodness you harvested them today,” she said. “I’ll start the mash this afternoon. With fruit like this, it’ll develop the most wonderful aroma as it ferments. They’re simply perfect for a Barack Pálinka5.”

“I could smell it while I was picking them—they’re perfectly ripe right now. I’ll braid the garlic bulbs in the next few days and hang them up to dry.”

He turned toward his wife, pulled her gently closer, and kissed her.

“And how was it up on the Kastön6, my love? What did you all do today?”

“Out in the fields we’ve cut down the corn, tied it into sheaves, and planted the first autumn flowers in the courtyard. I honestly don’t know how much longer there’ll be work for us out there, or why we’re still putting flowers in the ground now that the count has been dispossessed and gone, and everything belongs to the government. One of the workers from Pityo said the Party would keep running the Kastön. But who can say if that’s true.”

With practiced fingers, Resi and Gisela split open the apricots and slipped out the stones. They laid the fruit into a large bowl that filled quickly. Resi’s apricot schnapps was famous throughout the village and even beyond. Many of the villagers distilled their own, but no one knew how to trap the spirit of ripe apricots in a bottle the way Resi did. Her secret was simple: she used only flawless fruit. Apricots with the slightest bruise were discarded, just like those beginning to rot or harbor worms. The ripeness had to be perfect. The neighbors thought her wasteful and fussy, but Resi only followed what her father had always lived by:

’A schlechts Obst wiad ebring koa guida Schnops net.7’

Gisela let out a sigh as she looked at the growing mountain of fruit piling up in the bowl. “Such beautiful apricots. I just hope you won’t pour half of it away again when you start distilling,” she said to Resi.

“Oh, you know perfectly well that I always measure out the undrinkable heads and tails generously.” Resi’s voice sharpened; she had explained the pitfalls of distilling to her sister more times than she could count. “I want the purest quality. And I can only get that from the heart of the run.”

Gisela gave her a playful wink. “Of course, I know. That’s what sets you apart from the other distillers in the village. Their schnapps will never hold a candle to yours.” She laughed. “I’m only teasing you.”

Resi grumbled. She hated falling for her sister’s bait, even though she could never stay angry with her for long. Gisela was the most motherly of them all—slightly fairer than Resi, a bit rounder in figure. No less pretty, just a touch more unassuming. Her warm, ringing laugh was so infectious that no one could stay cross with her. She loved everyone without reservation and never doubted a soul.

Karl pulled his harmonica from his pocket and lifted it to his lips. He began to play Az a szép! The sisters adored the old Hungarian folk tune and cheerfully joined in as they worked. That was how they spent the rest of the afternoon—together, their voices weaving through the quiet rhythm of their chores.

The clear ring of a bicycle bell echoed through the courtyard after a while. That had to be Hanni, the youngest of the sisters. And indeed, only a heartbeat later, she swept into the kitchen as if carried in on sudden a gust of wind.

“Sziaztok8! You won’t believe this!” Her blond curls bounced wildly around her face. Hanni was a force of nature—beautiful, overflowing with life, laughter, and every emotion in generous excess. Cheeks flushed, she looked at her sisters and at Karl with those deep blue eyes, waiting for their attention.

Karl lowered the harmonica from his lips. “Let me guess—you’ve received another marriage proposal?”

“Yes! And this time from a boy I don’t even know! He was helping with Sebestyen bácsi’s9 grape harvest last fall, and I guess he must’ve seen me out in the vineyard…”

“Let me guess,” Resi said, laughing. “You turned him down.”

“Na hát, what do you think? By now it should be common knowledge that Varjas Hanni isn’t getting married!” She planted her hands on her hips and looked around indignantly, though she couldn’t quite suppress the grin tugging at her lips, and the four of them burst out laughing.

The neighbors often shook their heads at the stubborn girl, but her sisters and Karl understood her—and stood firmly behind her.

“Gisela up at the Kastön, Karl in the orchards, and you in the kitchen cooking jam…” Hanni tilted her head with a smile. “Well then, I’ll see what the Kredenz10 and the vegetable garden have to offer and whip us up a Nochtmoi11!”

In the vegetable garden, Hanni stepped carefully between the heads of lettuce until she found one she wanted for supper. Gently, just as Sister Maria Clementia had taught her, she cut the stem a finger’s width above the soil and laid the lettuce into her basket. She moved on to the tomatoes and peppers. At this time of year the plants were heavy with ripe fruit, vegetables in such abundance that it felt almost extravagant. As she worked, she hummed a tune she had learned that afternoon from the nuns, her voice drifting dreamily through the warm air.

Outside the village, tucked a little way into the woods, stood a tiny convent run by German Benedictine sisters. Years ago, one of them—Sister Maria Clementia—had helped teach at the village school. She had been strict, but kind and fair, and Hanni had grown deeply attached to her. She had grown up without a mother. Resi and Gisela had always cared for her with love, but they were still only her sisters. In Sister Maria Clementia she had found a confidante.

During the last years of the war, however, the government had forbidden the sister to continue teaching because she was German. So Hanni had begun visiting the convent. At first only to see Maria Clementia and talk with her. Of course, as a Benedictine, the sister did not ’chat’ but she listened closely to her young charge and offered advice now and then. Since the nun rarely had time for idleness, she soon asked Hanni to help her and the other sisters in the convent garden. It gave Hanni the chance to still confide in her—and, almost without noticing, to learn a great deal about herbs and healing plants.

Hanni had survived the assault by the Soviet soldiers hidden away in the convent, only slipping back into the village once the danger had passed. She had a gift for making herself invisible—something she’d learned during her wanderings through the woods.

The nuns had also taught her countless songs, hymns they sang together. For them, singing counted as prayer, which meant they were allowed to do it even while they worked. Just as they had that very day.

But that afternoon, Sister Maria Clementia had spoken of something else as well. Against her own rule of avoiding unnecessary speech, she had told Hanni—much to the girl’s dismay—that there were plans to dissolve the convent. The sisters were to be scattered in all directions, sent off to other monasteries.

“My child, do not be afraid,” she had said to the stricken Hanni. “You do not need me close by, for in your heart I am always with you. And the Lord will watch over us all.”

The nun’s words had not calmed Hanni, but they had comforted her—enough that, for a while, she pushed the thought aside.



1 Szervusz! = Hungarian: hello

2 Danube Swabian: hello

3 Danube Swabian: red currant jam

4 Danube Swabian: large pot

5 Hungarian: apricot liqueur

6 Danube Swabian: Castle

7 Danube Swabian: bad fruit doesn’t make for good liqueur

8 Sziaztok = Hungarian: hello (pl.)

9 Bácsi = Hungarian: uncle

10 Kredenz = Danube Swabian = pantry

11 Nochtmoi = Danube Swabian: dinner
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Years of War

***

The war had been a terrible time. A time of deprivation, horror, and grief—for the Varjas family as much as for thousands of others.

Their mother had died giving birth to Hanni. And when their father fell in the very first year of the war, the sisters became orphans for good. So Resi and Hanni kept the farm running on their own, as best they could. They had known the work since early childhood and never shied away from it. Life simply had to go on without their father.

Gisela had married her fiancé Karl during one of his leaves from the front and then lived a little farther down the road on her in-laws’ farm. As a newlywed, she spent long months fearing for her husband. News from the front was scarce, and the few letters or postcards arrived weeks late. That was how she learned of his grave injury only shortly before she could finally hold him again in 1944—war-wounded and a broken man. Karl never returned to the front.

As the younger of two brothers, he had no future on his parents’ farm. So he and Gisela moved back in with Resi and Hanni on the Varjas farm. There was plenty of space, even if the farm technically belonged to Resi. Karl felt a brotherly affection for his wife’s sisters. The four of them were a family now.

Resi had been engaged to István, a young man from the village, when the war broke out. He had fought at Karl’s side until the very end. But while Karl survived—shattered and scarred by the shrapnel that struck them both—István never returned from the front. Resi was inconsolable. She couldn’t even mourn him as a widow, for their long-planned wedding was to take place only after the war.

She and István had been friends since childhood. They had played together in the street and out in the fields while their parents worked the neighboring plots. They had gone to the little village school side by side. As they grew older, their friendship had slowly deepened into a gentle affection. With István, everything felt exactly as it should. Somehow it had always been understood that they would marry one day. Resi had imagined the rest of her life as István’s wife—someday with a home full of children. Gisela often teased her for lacking romance, but Resi’s dream was simple: a future with István. She had never been able to picture a life without him. That, to her, was romance.

But István fell, and the dream of a shared future burst like a soap bubble. Death was a constant shadow during the war; everyone knew soldiers were wounded or killed. Even so, the news struck Resi unprepared. She was devastated.

The life she had imagined no longer existed. Ahead of her lay only uncertainty—dark, empty, and frightening. Stripped of any sense of direction, Resi no longer knew what to do with herself. For days she sat in the orchard beneath the trees and simply… sat there. She didn’t brood; there was nothing left to think about. She was filled with longing, knowing full well it would never be satisfied. Longing for István, for a future that might have been. What was to become of her?

It was her sisters who pulled Resi out of her grief and carried her through that terrible time. With endless patience and love, they coaxed her back from the numbness. They sat with her—sometimes for hours. Silent when Resi was silent, attentive when she spoke, comforting when she cried. And then, without pushing her, they gave her small tasks to keep her hands busy. It helped. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, Resi began taking up her chores around the farm again. Life had to go on.

The bond between the sisters had only grown stronger through those years. The Varjas girls were a tight-knit clan, unshakeable in their loyalty. Together they endured even the horrors of the Russian occupation in the village. Unharmed. They would never admit to anything else.

It was Gisela who persuaded Resi not only to preserve the fruit from their garden but to truly make something of it. She wanted to keep Resi busy, to keep her from slipping back into that dangerous numbness. So she reminded her how their grandmother used to make jams and syrups. As little girls, they had been wild about their Nagymama’s12 treats.

At first, Resi set to work on the heaps of currants, raspberries, and blackberries only reluctantly. The garden and the fields were her true domain—what did she know about the kitchen? But it didn’t take long before she realized how much joy it brought her. The praise from her family when something turned out especially well meant more to her than she would have guessed, and slowly she began to feel at home in her new craft.

Little by little, Resi found her way out of the dark valley of her grief. When Gisela and Karl moved back to the farm with her and Hanni shortly before the end of the war, and Karl offered to help with the fruit harvest, Resi was able to spend most of her time in the kitchen working on her culinary treasures. With curiosity and an almost childlike sense of discovery, she experimented with her creations. She put her father’s old still back into operation and began distilling her own schnapps. To her delight, she discovered she had quite a talent for it. No doubt she had inherited the gift from her father—and from her Nagymama. Before long, she was able to sell her products around the neighborhood. She set up a small shop in the Sommakuchl13, and several times a week she carried her goods from house to house.

By late summer after the war, Resi was able to look ahead with something like confidence again. She would mourn István for a long time yet, but the future no longer loomed quite so dark. Things were beginning to turn.

Never could she have imagined, however, where fate would lead her next.



12 Hungarian: grandmother

13 Danube Swabian: summer kitchen
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Storm Clouds on the Horizon

***

The jars of red-currant were filled and cooled, so the next morning Resi set out on foot to deliver her goods. She carried a sturdy wicker basket on her back, packed to the brim with jams and syrups. Karl had woven the basket for her—the same kind he used for the harvest—after they realized it allowed her to carry far more jars and bottles at once. With bare hands or an ordinary shopping basket, she could never have transported so much.

The road was still damp with night dew that early in the morning, and so less dusty. Resi walked with careful steps to protect her fragile cargo, passing the whitewashed church tower in the center of the village. A blackbird trilled its melody, and somewhere a magpie screeched. Resi smiled. She loved to sing as much as the blackbird did—though, unfortunately, she sang about as badly as the magpie. Not that it had ever stopped her.

The homesteads were already bustling, and bits of conversation drifted to her ears. A group of day laborers on their way to the Kastön, the manor farm, pedaled past her on their bicycles and greeted her cheerfully. A neighbor’s geese had wandered all the way to the little bridge at the entrance to their yard in search of food and watched Resi with great interest as she passed. They stood packed tightly together, all moving their heads in perfect unison. It looked almost like a dance.

But Resi knew their calm was deceptive, and that she should never provoke them. Those dancers could turn into furious demons without warning. As a little girl, she had learned that lesson painfully when the geese had chased her, flapping and shrieking, through half the village. She had locked herself in a neighbor’s barn, terrified, until the geese finally lost interest and waddled home again.

“Ah, Resi, I’m glad you’re here,” a neighbor woman said as Resi stepped into her yard. “The children won’t leave me alone. Ever since they tasted your jam, they’ve been begging for more.” She shook her head. “I don’t have time for such nonsense, even though we have fruit of our own. I’ve far too much work putting up vegetables for the winter. For you it’s different…” She let the sentence trail off into the air.

Resi ignored the remark. She knew some of the neighbors would have preferred to see her married, but she couldn’t have cared less. She sold the woman two jars of jam and took her leave.

Farther down the village road, she spotted Zoltán standing in his yard. The father of her late fiancé was repairing a small section of wall and glanced in her direction. She was still too far away to speak, so she lifted her hand and waved to him cheerfully. Just then, Zoltán turned away and disappeared deeper into the yard.

Na hát, Resi thought. Did he not see me? But he did look right in my direction.

He must simply have been lost in thought.

She had to be understanding. Of course, Zoltán and his wife Irén were mourning their fallen son. Resi scolded herself for not visiting her almost-in-laws more often since the news of István’s death. Even if their gruff manner intimidated her, a good daughter-in-law would have taken better care. After all, had she married István, she would have moved onto their farm. There was no reason she shouldn’t stop by now.

She crossed the street toward Zoltán’s yard. But no one was in sight. Only the chickens wandered about, clucking softly as they searched for worms. Resi could have sworn she had seen Irén, Zoltán’s wife, out of the corner of her eye. Yet now there was no trace of her either. Where had they gone?

“Irén! Zoltán! Are you here?”

Resi crossed the little bridge into the yard. Zoltán’s tools lay on the packed clay by the wall, as if tossed aside in haste — as though he had only paused his work for a moment and slipped out of sight.

“Irén? Zoltán?”

She looked around, searching.

Strange.

Resi lifted her shoulders in a small shrug.

No matter. I’ll just leave them a jar of jam so they know I stopped by.

She took a jar of bright yellow apricot jam from her basket and set it on the small post beside the gate. Irén and Zoltán wouldn’t miss it there, and the animals couldn’t get to it. She cast one last glance around and, seeing no one, continued down the village road without looking back.

So Resi did not see Irén step into the yard the moment she had walked a few paces away, pick up the jar, open it, and pour its contents into the pigs’ trough.

Resi left the village and walked toward two remote farms she visited every few weeks. The footpath over the rolling fields and through the small patch of woods took a good hour, but she never minded. It gave her the chance to see her friends out there, the neighbors who lived far from the village, and to linger in long conversations.

She always looked forward to seeing her cousin, Agnes Bereczki. They were the same age and never ran out of things to tell each other. Agnes was already married and the mother of three.

I wonder if Agnes’s eldest, Tamás, has gotten himself into trouble again, Resi thought with a grin. Poor thing hardly ever gets away from the farm. No wonder she always says I’m her best source for news from the village.

The sun had climbed higher in the sky, promising a beautiful day. Resi walked beside a narrow stream whose water gurgled cheerfully along at her side. It was warm for a September morning.

When she reached the Bereczki farm, Agnes stepped out of the kitchen, beaming. Their shaggy sheepdog had already announced Resi’s arrival with loud barking some time earlier. Now he bounded around her, whining with excitement and wagging his tail until she finally bent down to scratch his ears.

“Resi! How lovely to see you! Come on eini14, I’ve got fresh apple cider. Or would you rather have a pálinka?”

“No, thank you.” Resi laughed. “If I drink schnapps now, my legs won’t carry me home. A glass of cool cider would be perfect.”

She set down her basket and followed Agnes into the kitchen. They sat at the big wooden table while Agnes poured two glasses of apple cider from a stoneware jug. Resi drank with real pleasure and felt just how thirsty she had been. Nothing was more soothing than fresh cider in late summer. It was the whole taste of the season captured in a single glass. They chatted for a while about the people in the village and everything that had happened to them lately. As always, there was plenty of teasing and laughter.

Then, all at once, Agnes looked at Resi with a seriousness that cut through the warmth of the moment.

“Resi, it’s good you came today. There’s something I need to tell you, and I’m not quite sure what to make of it myself. That’s why I’ve hesitated to say anything.”

“Oh, that sounds serious. Are you pregnant again? That would be wonderful—and no reason to look like that!”

“No, Resi. It’s not about me.” Agnes took Resi’s hand and looked at her cousin with wide, sorrowful eyes. “It’s about you. You Danube Swabians.”

The sofa in the front room creaked as Karl let himself fall heavily onto it. His leg was already giving him trouble, though it was barely mid-morning. A clean bullet wound through the left thigh; the field doctor had said back then. And yet the man hadn’t been able to prevent the injury from becoming infected—an infection that had nearly cost Karl the entire leg. They had managed to save it after weeks of fighting, but ever since, pain and a walking stick had been his constant companions. He could no longer bend or bear weight on the knee, and without the cane he could hardly walk at all. As a laborer, he was useless now.

On top of that came the nightmares, and the ever-present sounds of the trenches—those phantom noises that grew loudest whenever the world around him fell quiet. It was enough to drive a man to despair. How was he supposed to support his wife and her sisters in this state, let alone care for them or even think of starting a family? The bitter truth was that he had gone to war as a man and returned as a cripple of no use to anyone.

He closed his eyes and drew a long breath, fighting back the sob rising in his throat.

“Oh, my love.”

Gisela had slipped in quietly and sat down beside her husband. “If only I could help you.” Gently, she brushed his cheek, where a single tear had escaped the corner of his eye.

Karl straightened abruptly and cleared his throat. Gisela was the only person he allowed to see him like this. To everyone else he was the cheerful brother-in-law next door, the man with the harmonica and the easy laugh. Her love comforted him, but the pity of others would have been unbearable. And besides, his wife saw straight through the façade and into his soul. She always had. He could never pretend with her, and he never needed to.

Still, it was hard to let himself be this vulnerable in front of her. A man simply didn’t do that.

“You can’t help me. No one can.” He gave her a crooked smile. “Besides, I was very lucky. I came home. Many others didn’t.”

After a brief pause, he added softly, “But I am glad you know how things are with me.”

“Still, you’re hiding something from me. And you have been for days. I can feel it. So— wos druckt Dir af da Söö?15”

Karl let out a long breath. “I’ve heard rumors. At first I didn’t know what to make of them. But yesterday I heard someone else say the same thing… Gisela, they’re talking about confiscating the property of the Danube Swabians.”

He looked at her with worry, not wanting to frighten her. But to his dismay, he saw no surprise in her eyes—only a sad confirmation.

She lowered her head. “I know. I heard it too, yesterday at the Kastön. And not for the first time. For days now, some of the others have been whispering about it. No one knows anything for sure, but everyone’s heard something. The Hungarians, at least. Some of them have ties to the Party, and that’s how the news seems to be spreading.”

Her head snapped up, fear flickering in her eyes. “But it makes no sense! Why would they do that to us? You fought for Hungary in the war and were wounded. Our father died—for Hungary. Why would they want to take everything from us? We were born here. This is our home just as much as it is theirs. They can’t just take away what our parents built with their own hands!”

Karl pulled her into his arms, and she rested her head on his shoulder. Quietly, he said:

“Yes, Gisela, they can. If someone had told me such a thing before the war, I wouldn’t have believed it. But since then I’ve seen with my own eyes what people are capable of. Most of them are full of envy, greed, and only concerned with their own advantage. They take whatever they can get. It doesn’t matter to them whether it’s right or wrong—as long as someone gives them permission. And from the way things look, the Party is close to granting exactly that.”

“Oh Karl… how can this be happening? What are we supposed to do? How are we supposed to live?”

Resi set her glass down slowly and looked at Agnes. She felt as if she’d been struck. No—what Agnes had just told her simply couldn’t be true. It was absurd.

“Agnes, that can’t be. You must have misunderstood something. Why on earth would they take our home from us?” She shook her head. “No, no.”

“Because of the war. And weils ejs Deitschi seids.16”

“But we’re Hungarian Germans! We were born and raised here. We sat in the same school benches as everyone else and learned the same lessons. We speak and write Hungarian. What difference does it make what language we speak at home?”

“You know you’ve always seen yourselves as your own people…”

“What are you talking about? You’re one of us too!”

“Resi, let me finish,” Agnes said gently. “Yes, we share the same ancestors. I would never deny that. I’m proud of my heritage. But I married into a Hungarian family, and that makes me part of the Hungarian community now.”

She reached again for Resi’s hand, the one Resi had pulled away in hurt. “My dear, I’m not telling you this to torment you. Nothing could be further from my mind. But you have to know what’s coming. You have to be prepared.”

Resi shook her head again. “You say they want to take everything from us. Agnes, don’t you see? They can’t do that— it would be theft. The Party can’t just rob its own citizens!”

“That’s exactly the point: they no longer see you as their own people. To the Party, you’re Germans first. Which means the enemy. And you can’t steal from an enemy.”

Shaken, Resi said goodbye to Agnes shortly afterward and began the walk home. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—believe what Agnes had predicted. She found it entirely possible that some in the Party were entertaining such ideas. There had always been neighbors who drew a sharp line between Hungarians and the local Danube Swabians. They would certainly have been pleased to see Resi and her family disappear from the village. But that still didn’t mean the government could simply confiscate what was rightfully theirs.

Angrily, she stomped along the forest path. Sunlight filtered through the treetops, painting shifting patterns on the ground. But Resi paid no attention to the trees or the nature around her. Inside her, disbelief, outrage, fear, and fury battled for space. They couldn’t just take away what belonged to them. Could they?

As she stepped out of the woods, the distant bells of the village church rang the Zwöfileitn17. She still had a good stretch of road ahead of her. Now she had to hurry. More fruit was waiting in the kitchen to be processed—and she absolutely needed to talk to her sisters and Karl about Agnes’s news.

On the village road she saw Irén standing in her yard. Resi waved. The strange moment from early that morning flashed back into her mind. Irén did not return the greeting. Instead, she simply turned around and gave Resi her back. This time, Resi knew without a doubt that she was being deliberately snubbed.



14 Danube Swabian: in

15 Danube Swabian: what’s weighing on your soul?

16 Danube Swabian: because you’re Germans

17 Zwöfileitn = Danube Swabian: twelve o'clock chimes
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Zoltán and Irén

***

Irén watched her husband step out of the dark barn and onto the yard, his face set in a grim scowl. He had surely seen how she had turned her back on Resi. Grief had carved her once-strong husband into a bitter, angry old man. He had always taken pride in his strength—his bear’s strength, as the neighbors called it. But since István’s death, it was as if every bit of that strength had drained out of him. Until now.

“Is she gone?” Irén asked.

“Yes. And she’d better not come back, that shameless woman.” He spat onto the packed earth at his feet, full of contempt. “What does she think she wants from us? What business does she have here?”

Irén let out a humorless laugh. “She probably still believes she has some claim to our farm. She still imagines it means something that our István wanted to marry her…”

At the mention of their son, her voice faltered. She fell silent. The pain of losing their only child was still so sharp she couldn’t force another word past her lips.

“Don’t you speak of our son and that woman!” Zoltán snapped at her. “That marriage would never have happened because I would’ve put a stop to it. Imagine—my father’s farm ending up in the hands of that stray little Gypsy. I would never have allowed it. Never!”

Irén stayed silent. She avoided pointing out that if István had married Resi, he would likely have moved to her family’s farm first. There, he would have been his own master, and later—after his parents’ deaths—owner of two farms. And the Varjas farm had its own well, something Irén and Zoltán had only ever dreamed of. But now was not the moment to mention any of that.

In truth, she herself believed Resi was already reaching her greedy fingers toward the farm of her almost-in-laws. It would be just like her. As if they owed her anything. Ridiculous. She had never liked that deitschi girl. Her parents had always thought themselves better than everyone else, and their daughters were no different. A little humility would have suited them after their parents died. But ever since Resi had started selling her supposedly delicious jams, she carried her nose even higher. And the youngest of them—what a stubborn creature. Refusing to marry; where had anyone ever heard of such a thing? It was unbearable. Irén realized suddenly that her husband had kept talking, and she turned her attention back to him.

“…then they’ll see what they get for it!”

“What do you mean?”

“The confiscations! At the next meeting we’ll get the newest instructions from the Party leadership. But behind closed doors, the decision’s already made. I’m telling you”—his eyes flashed— “there’s going to be a rude awakening for that lot. They’ve taken up too much space in our country for far too long. We’re going to get back what should’ve been ours all along!”

“What are you talking about? We’re not getting anything back…”

“Oh yes, we are!”

Zoltán thrust out his arm, pointing toward the Varjas farm. “You think those places will just sit empty and rot? No. They’ll go to deserving, loyal Party members… like me.”

Proudly, he laid a hand on his chest and drew a deep breath. He looked alive again, full of purpose. His eyes gleamed. Irén felt her own spirits lift.

“Are you sure? That would be good—finally some justice! We deserve that, after losing our son in the war. Oh, how we deserve it! Let Resi and her high-and-mighty sisters fend for themselves.”

For the first time in weeks, she smiled.
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A Silent Threat

***

A few days later.

Resi sat on the porch with a basket of freshly picked peas in front of her. The sun would be setting soon, and the air was pleasantly mild. Gisela was in the chicken coop, and Hanni had just driven the geese out of the vegetable garden and toward the front yard. Now they wandered across the yard, honking and muttering to themselves on their way to the barn.

Karl sat down beside Resi and pulled his harmonica from his pocket, just as he had on countless evenings before.

And yet everything was different.

Resi’s hands rested quietly in her lap; she hadn’t shelled a single pea. Karl’s harmonica lay silent, Hanni wasn’t playing with the geese but trailing behind them, lost in thought, and from the chicken coop came none of Gisela’s usual cheerful singing.

They had long since spoken about the rumors of possible confiscations. By now the whole village was talking about it, and all four of them had heard the same whispers from different sides. No one truly knew anything—there had been no official announcement—yet everyone agreed that the confiscations would come. But who would be targeted? All Danube Swabians in every nearby village, or only certain families? And by what criteria? And where would they go? Where would they live?

The questions were pointless since no one had answers. And still they circled endlessly in Resi’s mind. She simply couldn’t believe she might be among those who would lose everything. But a quiet voice inside her knew better.

Resi and her sisters were well liked, but mostly within the Hungarian German community. They had little contact with the Hungarians. Whether any of them would speak up on their behalf was uncertain. She turned the thought over and over, and again she remembered Irén and Zoltán’s strange behavior. A terrible suspicion stirred in her. They had always been curt with her; she had assumed it was simply their nature. But did it mean they had never liked her at all?

Zoltán was a Party member. From Agnes’s stories, Resi knew he was highly regarded among the others. He held an important position in the village. What might that mean for their future? Thinking back on his behavior in recent days, she doubted he would lift a finger to help her or her family.

It simply couldn’t be.

Gisela gathered the eggs in the chicken coop. She and Karl had spoken at length about the threat, even more openly when they were alone. She moved among the hens, lost in thought. Karl had brought up something else—something none of them had dared to say aloud. Not even to Resi or Hanni.

Karl believed that any confiscation would come hand in hand with relocation. And what would be more obvious than sending the Deitschen back to Germany? No one in the Party would care that not a single Danube Swabian had ever set foot in the distant homeland of their ancestors. Send the enemy back to the enemy. That was how they would see it. And no one would ask the people themselves, whose lives were being decided without a second thought.

Gisela was convinced that this was exactly what would happen.

But where in the world were they supposed to go?

Hanni crept quietly across the yard behind the geese. She liked the animals, and they liked her. They had never been aggressive or stubborn with her; most of the time they even played with her a little. But she wasn’t in the mood for silliness now. All the talk about expropriations had shaken her. More than that, she was furious—furious beyond measure. She could not and would not accept that a political party could treat people this way. Where was justice in that? Where was decency? What had they ever done to deserve such a fate?

The Varjas family was only trying—like everyone else—to get by after the war and build a modest future. She hated it when others tried to decide her life for her. That was, after all, the very reason she would never marry. No, she would fight for her freedom and her right to make her own choices. No matter what the government decided over their heads.

From the porch, Resi watched her sisters with quiet affection. Hanni was only seventeen, yet already so grown. Despite her beauty, she was modest and kind. No wonder the young men all chased after her. None of them, however, saw the intelligence, the courage, the strength hidden behind that lovely face. Resi had no doubt Hanni would find someone someday—but that someone would have to be just as brave and strong as she was, and first manage to win over her stubborn little sister.

And Gisela—without her warmth, Resi would never have found her way out of grief. Her sister’s unfailing instinct for what was good had made Resi’s life easier more times than she could count.

What would become of them if the farm was truly taken away?

No, she told herself, she would wait. Nothing had been decided yet. There was no use tormenting herself with worry. She would try to brace herself inwardly and still hope for the best. With her sisters and Karl at her side, they would find a way.
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