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For my late father, a first-generation Slovak-American


PART 1

HUNGARY

​Chapter One

October 1907

A Village in Southern Hungary

​

Morning sunlight filtered through the small windows of the mud-brick cottage. The aromas of pork and garlic from the klobasa sausage, and the sweetbread kolac filled with prunes, nuts, and poppy seeds drifted through the modest space. I ignored the rumble of my stomach as I set my beautiful boy, Little Jan, on the floor to play. I would wait until the feast. Today was my sister’s wedding day. She was starting a new life with Tomas, as I had five years ago with Janos.

I hurried past my mother-in-law, Maria, and stepped out the door into the chilled morning air. From the barn, our cow mooed, begging to be milked.

“I’m coming, dear Frieda,” I called, though I went first to the chicken coop.

The hens clucked and cooed on their nests. I reached beneath them for eggs, dropped them into my basket, and continued to the barn at the edge of our narrow strip of land.

The familiar scent of damp hay and dung greeted me in the thatched-roof barn. I set the basket on a bale and patted Frieda’s flank. She flicked her tail and mooed again.

“Dobrý deň, Frieda,” I greeted her, and settled onto the stool. “This is a special day, please be generous with your milk.”

I pressed against her warm flank and allowed the rhythmic milking to steady my thoughts.

Milk splashed over the rim. I groaned, having filled the pail without my realizing it. I patted Freida’s side, and she mooed again.

“You have more for me, then?” I laughed and swapped in an empty pail, then distracted myself by humming while I worked.

Maria appeared in the doorway. “Are you about done with Frieda? I’ll take the eggs. You need to get going.”

“Almost finished,” I said without pausing.

She collected the egg basket and left. Maria and I had struggled at first when I married Janos Lacko, but over time, we found an understanding, and when Little Jan was born, Maria helped me as tradition demanded.

At last, I finished with Frieda, then carried the pails inside, where Maria prepared butter and cheese. The extra milk would serve the wedding feast.

Seven of us shared the cottage, my in-laws and their younger sons in the main room with its big wood table, and Janos, Little Jan, and me in the small second room. Like other homes in our Slovak community, embroidered linens and brightly painted ceramics decorated the space.

“Mira, it’s getting late.” Maria frowned.

I smiled and nodded.

“I’m done. Let me change, and I’ll be on my way.”

I set the klobasa and kolac in a basket on the big table. In my room, I shed my apron and changed from my everyday dress into my kroje. I relished the smooth white blouse with large, puffed sleeves extending to my elbows and embroidered neckline, the red pleated skirt that fell below my knees, and my good black boots. And last, I tied on the special white apron with vertical rows of heavy embroidery and changed my plain scarf to one that matched my hazel-green eyes.

I smoothed my skirt, fluffed the sleeves, and stepped into the main room. “You will watch the baby and bring him later, yes?” I smiled at Maria.

“Of course, dear. Aneta will be eager for you. This is a big day for her and Tomas.”

Little Jan ran to me, reddish curls bouncing, his aqua-blue eyes shining, just like his father’s. He was almost four and growing up fast. “Mama, take me with you.”

Maria scooped him up. “Not now, Little Jan. We’ll meet her later. My, you’re getting too heavy for me already.”

I kissed his cheek. “See you tonight.”

“Ďakujem,” I thanked her. “See you and everyone else later tonight.” With the basket of sausages and kolac over one arm, I waved to them on my way out the door.

Bright sunlight peeked from behind incoming clouds, carrying the scent of rain. Blessed rain fell often on the Great Plain, and I hoped it would pass before the wedding party made their way into town.

I strolled down the dirt road, passing neighbors in their gardens. They waved; I smiled and waved back. Cottages lined both sides of the road, each with narrow plots stretching behind, chicken coops, vegetable gardens, fields, and barns squeezed onto every bit of land.

My thoughts swirled with happiness for Aneta and her betrothed, Tomas Hornak. Our families had arranged their marriage long ago. I prayed she would find the same joy I had with Janos and our son. Life was hard, but love made us content.

Soon, I reached my parents’ cottage. Aneta burst through the door and rushed down the steps. She reached me, seized my hands, and kissed both cheeks. When she drew back, her smile shone through tears.

“I’m nervous, Mira. Come in and help me.” She tugged me inside and picked up her sewing.

“Dobrý den, Mamička.” I greeted our mother with a smile, gave her my basket, and kissed her cheek.

“Thank you, Mira. And you look wonderful too.”

Papa often said Mama was the prettiest girl in the village. She always blushed and called him blind. Her oval face, deep-set eyes, and dimples gave her beauty a kind warmth. She wore her kroje—red apron, black pleated skirt, and a green bodice embroidered with touches of gold thread—an outfit she had cherished for years.

“Is that a new headscarf?” I asked.

“Yes, I found some forgotten linen,” she said, clearly pleased.

I turned to Aneta, petite, pretty, and outgoing, very different from me, yet my best friend.

“I’m glad you’re here.” She held up the embroidered bodice. “Just a few stitches left.”

“Beautiful work, Aneta. Mine never looks this perfect.”

“That isn’t true. Look at this border you did.” She traced the threads with her fingers. “This is the most beautiful dress I’ve ever worn, thanks to you and Mamička.”

Mama placed a bucket of water by her and smiled. “My two daughters, one married, one soon to be. I am so proud. Mira, help your sister dress while I finish the food.”

“Yes, Mamička.”

I laid out the wedding garments while Aneta hand bathed. Months of work had gone into the bodice, blouse, embroidered skirt, and layered petticoats.

Aneta dropped her everyday clothing in a heap on the straw-covered floor.

“Aneta,” Mama raised her voice in dismay. “Pick up your clothes and hang them. Remember, you will be a wife now, and you can’t be lazy anymore.” 

“Sorry, Mamička.” Aneta picked up her clothes and hung them on the hook inside the wood cupboard near the bed.

When she finished dressing, she sat in front of me to plait her thick, dark hair.

“Did you hear about the American agent?” she asked. “He’s interviewing the young men.” 

“There’s been talk.” I worked the braid. “Anna Sterba told me she saw Andras speaking with the agent. Sara is very set against him leaving Hungary.”

Aneta waved a hand. “Sara worries about everything. Andras will do whatever he wants. Tomas is excited. He says he’ll make much money.” She squirmed as I braided. “He’ll return home in no time.” 

“Many go hoping for riches,” I blurted. I hoped Tomas wouldn’t leave my sister so soon after marrying her. “Some return empty-handed, others never return at all. We have enough here.”

“But Tomas is different,” she insisted.

“Yes, very different.” I gently placed the headdress made of periwinkle paper flowers, bright beads, and bits of tinsel over her braids. “You look beautiful.” I handed her the small mirror sitting on the table.

She looked at herself in the mirror, then twirled with delight. Mama stepped up beside me and slipped an arm around me, and together we laughed.

“Come, Aneta, it’s time for the ritual,” Mama said at last.

Aneta sat as Mama clipped three curls from her neck, placed them in a metal bowl, lit a long piece of straw from the brick oven, and set the hair on fire. My nose twitched at the acrid smell. Once the hair had cooled and reduced to ashes, Mama and Aneta took the bowl outside to the little courtyard. This ritual was between mother and daughter, so I stood back and watched from the doorway.

With great solemnity, they let the ashes catch on the wind and float away. Mama cupped her face and kissed her cheeks.

Joy—and sadness—filled me, remembering the day she had performed the same ritual with me. Soon, Aneta would join Tomas’s family, and our parents would be alone. How would they manage without her?

​

​Chapter Two

My pulse quickened when Janos filled the doorway, blue eyes bright, his wavy reddish hair with gold streaks gleaming. He looked handsome in his kroje, embroidered vest over a full-sleeved white shirt. The ribbons at his waist flapped in the draft, and his trousers were tucked into polished leather boots. Zdenko and Ivan shouldered past him toward the food with boyish whoops. Maria and Anton followed with Little Jan, who barreled into my arms where I sat on a bench against the wall. He gave me a kiss. I settled him beside me and motioned Janos to join us. He weaved through the crowd and sat on my other side.

“They are so happy,” I said. He winked at  me as if we shared the same thought. I laughed and shook my head. He kissed me on the cheek, then rose, and joined his father, who was in conversation with a neighbor.

Aneta sat next to me and chattered, but I only had eyes for my husband. 

The rest of our guests arrived, and shortly after, music and boisterous voices announced Tomas’s procession of family and friends was nearing our cottage. Aneta and I peeked out the window as Tomas arrived at the head of the entourage, dressed in a kroje similar to Janos’s, but more embellished and with a new hat.

He marched up to the front door and said in a loud voice, “Aneta, I am here to ask for your hand in marriage. Please come out.”

Inside, I gathered with other young women around Aneta as we played out the wedding tradition to send an impostor Aneta. We placed a veil on a family friend, and she went outside.

“This is not Aneta,” Tomas cried with a laugh. “Send the real one.”

To further the joke, we sent out a male cousin with a veil, which drew roars of laughter. At last, Aneta, properly veiled, went outside with the rest of us following.

Tomas bowed before our parents. “Pan Vargas and Pani Vargas, I respectfully request the hand of this beautiful Aneta in marriage.”

“Of course, my son,” Papa said, and Mama nodded.

Cheers rose, and the procession wound through town to the Slovak Lutheran Church.

The vows were spoken, rings exchanged, and I lifted Aneta’s veil to reveal her face as a newly married woman.

Back at my parents’ cottage, oil lamps glowed, and heat rose with the scent of food and tobacco smoke.

Papa, having had quite a bit of wine, pulled out his accordion and joined his friends in a sprightly tune. One played viola, and two others, from the Carpathian Mountains where Papa was from, played the Slovak fujaras releasing deep rich tones. And a cousin from a neighboring village joined in with a horn.

Everyone danced except Tomas and Aneta, who were expected to sit solemnly so that evil spirits wouldn’t grow jealous. But Aneta’s feet wouldn’t keep still.

“Come, Tomas,” she laughed, tugging at him.

“Sit,” Mama warned.

“Katarina”—Papa tossed his hands in the air —”it’s no use.”

Aneta pulled Tomas up and into the circle, skirts flying, laughter spilling louder than the music. She hooked her arm in his, and they swung around to the quick beat of the music, beaming at each other. It was impossible to control Aneta. I smiled, secretly wishing I could be that free. Janos and I tended to follow the rules.

A stranger pushed through the crowd to where Tomas’s parents sat in the corner of the room. Tomas pulled Aneta to the edge of where others were dancing and nodded in the direction where I sat with Mama and Little Jan. Aneta skirted the dancers, headed toward us as Tomas joined the stranger and Janos. Voices sharpened. Even Janos scowled. Aneta reached us and sat on the bench.

“Who is he?” I asked.

“Tomas’s cousin,” Aneta replied. “We didn’t know if he would come tonight. He lives far west of here. He’s involved with the Slovak National Party and is very politically connected. Tomas admires him.”

“This is an outrage!” Tomas shouted.

The music stopped.

“It was a massacre,” the cousin said loud enough to be heard by all. “Two days ago, in Černová, the Gendarmerie gunned down Slovaks during a peaceful demonstration.”

Gasps rippled through the room. I jumped to my feet.

“Mama?” Little Jan said.

“Stay here,” I ordered, and hurried to Janos’s side. He took my hand and gently squeezed, just as Papa reached him.

“What happened?” Papa demanded.

“The people wanted their Slovak priest to lead the ceremony for a new church that was to be consecrated,” the cousin said. “But the church officials appointed two Magyar priests instead.”

“Why?” Janos asked.

“Because the Slovak priest was active in some pro-Slovak activities during the election campaign last year and was in jail.” His mouth turned down in a fierce frown. “We all know pro-Slovak sympathy isn’t taken lightly by the Magyars.”

“What happened at the demonstration?” Papa asked.

“The Magyar priests led a procession through the village with a Gendarmerie escort—no doubt, for protection. Slovak parishioners attempted to prevent the procession and the consecration. It was peaceful until someone threw rocks at the Gendarmeries. They fired into the crowd without warning,” he exclaimed.

“How many were killed? Were there injuries?” Papa asked.

“Fifteen people were killed, and many others injured, all Slovaks.” The cousin dropped onto one of the benches against the wall.

Guests crowded around him and asked more questions.

“I thought the Slovaks were Catholics in Černová?” Janos’s voice cut into the din.

“It doesn’t matter whether they’re Catholics or Lutherans like us,” Tomas said. “This is a direct affront against all Slovaks.”

The room erupted.

“This is one reason why so many of us leave this country, and I, for one, can hardly wait,” Tomas blurted.

“Let us hear the whole story before making accusations,” Janos said. 

His fingers tightened slightly around mine.

Arguments split men and women into corners. My chest tightened. Was this oppression deliberate, another step in Magyarization? Ever since the Austro-Hungarian Empire had been established, the Slovaks and other minorities had been forced to become like the Magyars. They banned the speaking of Slovak in public and closed our secondary schools, all in the name of Magyarization.

“This is why men are leaving for America,” Tomas said loud enough to be heard over the din. “We cannot be sure we will live to provide for our families.” He looked at Janos. “Right?”

“Janos?” my father’s neighbor said. “Are you leaving as well?”

The question hung in the air. I turned toward Janos, waiting for him to laugh off the question.

Instead, he nodded, his expression somber. “Yes. I met with the agent yesterday—Zdenko too. We decided to take jobs in America. More money, a better life.”

“What?” I blurted. “You took a job in America?”

He frowned at me, then returned his attention to the men. 

I opened my mouth to demand an answer, but Papa raised his accordion high. “Enough! This is a wedding.” He struck up a bright tune. One by one, instruments followed until talk turned gay again. Aneta sang along, her voice steady again.

Slowly, people began eating and drinking again. A low murmur hummed through the room, but not all talk was of the wedding and the newly married couple. The news had cast a shadow that I suspected would last long after the festivities ended. I could only stare at my husband. What had just happened? 

The musicians began a slow tune, and Janos took my hand and pulled me out to dance. I wanted to protest, but this was Aneta’s wedding celebration, and many eyes were on Janos and me. My hands on his shoulders and his arms around my waist, we stepped side to side in rhythm to the music, turning in circles around the small space. He held me close as if nothing between us had changed. The words echoed in my head, refusing to make sense, “We decided to take jobs in America.” 

At midnight, the women circled Aneta, removed her headdress, and tied the embroidered kerchief at her nape in the married woman’s fashion. She sat with Tomas’s hand in hers, humming as others danced.

Laughter and wine ran late. I slipped outside for air. I thought of my own wedding, of how Janos’s uncles had come to ask my parents for my hand in marriage, and of how he had found me in the garden the day before. With his callused and warm hand, he took mine and asked if I wished to marry him. Of course I did. Love in an arranged marriage is a gift, and we have been blessed to love each other.

It’s all I’d ever wanted, a husband, children, and a home of our own—though having our own home would take years, if at all. How would Little Jan and I live without him?

​Chapter Three

February 1908

I ladled hot potato soup into bowls and stared at the meager midday meal, the largest meal of the day. The big wedding feast was already a faded memory. Even the joy of the Vianoce eve celebration of Štedrý večer seemed long ago. Our stores from the fall harvest were dwindling fast, and we rationed what we could. At least we always had potatoes.

Janos and Anton came in from the rain, with Ivan and Zdenko close behind. They hung their slickers on wall hooks near the door and sat. I set out soup, eggs, bread, and butter before taking my place beside Janos.

Maria brought Little Jan from the other room and settled him next to me. Living with Janos’s family often left me feeling like just another pair of hands. Maria had grown up in a house full of men and learned silence, not comfort.

Anton said a short grace.

“The tickets came from the American agent,” Janos announced.

Spoons stilled. I dropped mine into my bowl.

“We leave in April,” he added.

“Tickets!” Zdenko leaped to his feet. “I can’t wait.”

“Sit down,” Anton barked. “Eat, or I’ll fetch the switch.”

Zdenko dropped into his seat, arms crossed. Nearing fifteen, he still acted childish.

“Are you sure he should go?” Maria asked.

She must question whether he’s mature enough to go. I did. But maybe, away from Anton’s control, Zdenko would thrive in America. That was the only good thing I had been able to glean from the men leaving. 

Anton snapped, “Why ask now?”

“Papa and I agreed,” Janos said flatly. “Zdenko will be more useful earning money than here. Better America than drafted into the military.”

Maria sighed. “I suppose I must trust you.”

“We’ll help with plowing before we leave,” Janos added.

Anton nodded.

“How long will you be gone?” I asked.

Janos flicked the nails of his free hand, a sign of his irritation.

I pushed on. “How will you get there?” My voice grew louder. “I don’t understand what will happen. You told me nothing.” I bit my lip, surprised by my outburst.

Janos stopped eating. “Mira, you knew it would be in the spring. I accepted the job. That is it.” He tore off a hunk of bread from the loaf on the table.

I studied his face, leaner now than when we wed. We never had enough to eat, and it showed most on him.

“We go by train to Fiume,” he said through his bread. “From there, the steamship to New York. Then another train to St. Louis. Vamos’s uncle has a room. You remember Vamos?”

“Of course. His wife, Anna, is in my sewing circle. She’s sad all the time.”

Janos slammed his hand down. Dishes rattled. “Do not tell me these things,” he whispered harshly. “Do you think this is easy for me?”

I reached for his hand. He pulled away.

Tears pricked my eyes. “I don’t want you to leave. I thought you were happy—at least a little—with me and Little Jan.”

Anton and Zdenko kept their heads down. Little Jan began to cry, and Maria ushered him and Ivan to our room.

Janos rose and paced. “How happy can we be, struggling to put the little we can on the table, and working, working, working with nothing to show for it? We’ll send money so you and the rest of the family won’t starve. We can save money for our dream of building our own home and owning a piece of land.” He dropped onto the bench next to me. His expression relaxed into a forced smile, and he said in a softer voice, “I’ll be home by St. Mikuláš Day. I promise.”

“You promise?” I whispered.

He grasped my hand and squeezed gently. “Of course, my little Mira.” He turned to his father. “Papa, forgive our outburst.”

Anton shrugged. “We’re all making sacrifices. Mira, we understand what you are feeling. We must work together.”

I nodded and dropped my head in shame. The door of the other room opened, and Maria and the children returned. An awkward silence pervaded the space.

“I’m sorry for my anger,” I whispered. “I know I’m not the only one sacrificing.”

“I want cheese, Mama,” Little Jan said sweetly.

I forced a smile. “There is none now, my love.”

When the men went back to work, I sought Maria. “Wouldn’t you rather they stay?”

She frowned. “Anton and Janos are our husbands. We support their decisions. You spoke your piece. Nothing changed. What’s done is done.”

Her loyalty crushed me. Perhaps silence was easier for her. For me, every day with Janos felt like sand slipping away.

Later, in our room, Janos watched as I undid my hair and slipped into my nightdress. I checked that Little Jan slept on his cot, then closed the drapery around the bed and slid beneath the covers. His warmth eased me. We didn’t speak—our closeness always spoke for us. I clung to him, inhaled his musky scent, and let the rhythm of his body burn into my memory. How I would miss these moments. I seared them into my heart to carry through the long months, maybe years, apart.


​Chapter Four

April 1908

Two months later, we waved farewell to Janos, Zdenko, and Tomas as they started the long walk to the train depot. Anger smoldered in me, and with each step Janos took, the ache of abandonment deepened. The others drifted back to their chores, leaving me with Little Jan as I clung to the gate, knuckles white, until the men disappeared from view.

How could he leave us? Tears blurred my vision.

“Mama, is Papa coming back soon?” Little Jan asked.

I jolted from despair, wiped my cheeks, and forced a smile. “Not soon, dearest. Papa will be gone a while, but he’ll return for St. Mikuláš Day.”

Little Jan cried for days. Then less often. At last, he stopped.

However, I couldn’t forget. At first, I thought the stress of Janos leaving had caused a delay in my monthly cycle, since it had happened once before. But the days stretched on, and my body betrayed me with signs I remembered too well, the queasy turn of my stomach at the smell of frying eggs, and the ache in my breasts.

Nearly two weeks after the men had left, Maria looked at me sharply one evening as I bent to lift the churn. “You’re pale, Mira. Tired?”

“I’m fine,” I replied too quickly, keeping my eyes on the butter as I scraped it into a jar.

She lingered a moment, then turned away, muttering about needing more salt.

I set the churn down and pressed a hand against my belly, still flat beneath my apron. Dread and wonder tangled together in my mind. I hated how pregnancy bent and weakened me, yet the thought of carrying another piece of Janos tightened my throat. There was no denying it; another child was coming. I released a breath. Would a new baby bring Janos home?

The more time passed, the more Maria grew resigned. Anton showed no emotion at all. Ivan, barely eleven, grew quieter. He idolized his brother.

Without Janos and Zdenko, Ivan labored in their place, before and after school. Maria and I worked the fields when needed, on top of chores. We slept little, but the work was done.

I grew weary. Should I tell my in-laws about the baby? No. Janos should know first.

Often, I helped at my parents’ cottage now that Aneta had moved back with them. With no sons to rely on, Papa always hired an extra pair of hands during planting and harvest seasons. I doubted Anton would do the same, even when money came from America. His pride would not allow it.

May 1908

The men were due to arrive in New York on April 23rd, two weeks after leaving. Aneta and I began checking the post each morning.

“Dobrý ráno,” I greeted her at my parents’ cottage.

She smiled. “Ready?”

We linked our fingers together and swung our arms between us like we did when we were young girls. She was in her usual cheerful mood, smiling and chatting away while I listened. Being with Aneta always lifted my spirits. Sometimes it seemed I was more affected by Janos’s absence than Aneta was about Tomas.

We strolled through the village, passing Hungarian houses and shops I admired, built of stone with wood roofs and floors and whitewashed walls. The more affluent residents painted their homes in bright blue or pinkish tones that I wished we could do with our mud-brick cottage.

At the village center, we reached the Notary Office building, bustling with villagers. As we passed through, I recognized a few and greeted them with a nod and polite smile. The Notary was not a favorite among us Slovaks, though one himself. He had assimilated as a Magyar and became a government official and the postmaster. He waved us to the back, where he stood at the post counter. Greeting us in Magyar, he tilted his head back and looked at us through his glasses, which sat halfway down his bulbous nose.

“Ah, the wives of Janos Lacko and Tomas Hornak,” his voice dripped with condescension as he flourished two envelopes in the air, which all could see. “Finally, your poor families have written.”

Villagers turned to stare. I shrank back, mortified. Aneta, bold as always, stepped up with a smile.

“Thank you, sir.” She held out her palm.

“Your letter, Mrs. Hornak, from your husband Tomas, uh, Mr. Hornak, and one for his parents.” He smirked as he placed them in her hand. Then, louder, “And your letters, Mrs. Lacko. One from your husband, and one from young Zdenko.”

Heat burned my cheeks, but I forced composure and took them.

“Enjoy your news. Sounds like they are settling in.” He pushed up his billowy white sleeves and turned from the counter, puffing his chest out like a preening peacock.

We hurried into the street before speaking.

“I cannot stand him,” I hissed in Slovak.

“Mira,” Aneta warned in Magyar, “someone might hear.”

I waved her off, though I knew she was right. Speaking Slovak in public could get us arrested, though that was more likely to occur in the northern regions.

“He is horrid,” she whispered. “And reading our letters—imagine.”

We hurried home to read in private. I left Aneta at our parents’ cottage, then reached home fifteen minutes later.

“Letters!” I shouted with excitement.

Maria looked up from cutting potatoes and wiped her hands on her apron. I handed her Zdenko’s. With a sigh of relief, she clutched the letter to her breast.

Little Jan leaped into my arms. “Look, my love, Papa has written to us.”

“Papa?” he asked, tugging at my letter.

I laughed softly. “Let me read it first.”

It was the first letter Janos had written to me. My hands trembled as I unfolded the paper.

Dearest Mira,


Please forgive my taking a long time to write. We are in St. Louis, Missouri. Zdenko was sick on the ship. They kept him a week at Ellis Island hospital, but gratefully he recovered. Tomas and I boarded nearby. It was costly, but worth it. I was surprised by the crowds of thousands arriving from several ships, including ours. Sad some were sent back.


We stay now with my friend Vamos at his Uncle Zsabo’s place. He and his wife are kind, and their home nice with plumbing, running water like rain, and even an indoor privy with a chain you pull to wash waste down a drain. A mystery!


The streets are not paved with gold, but there are electric trolleys like Fiume. I work as a pipe fitter at a plant. Zdenko and Tomas are in production. Tomas already complains. We are learning English. Few here speak Slovak, though some Magyars live nearby.



I will wire money soon. I miss you. Kiss our boy for me. Write soon.

Your Jani

I hugged the letter to my chest.

“When is Papa coming home?” Little Jan asked.

“Not yet, love. We must wait for St. Mikuláš Day.”

He frowned, then returned to his blocks on the floor.

Janos sounded almost cheerful in his letter, but I knew him well and felt he didn’t want me worrying. They were in another country. How could I not worry? Yet, the distance between us narrowed just a little. I retrieved some paper and sat at the tiny table in our room and considered carefully what to say. I had planned to tell him about the baby but suddenly wondered if that would worry him. I hesitated. Would he feel a mixture of joy and sadness as I did? I must tell him and pray he would be happy about it.

Dearest Jani,


I am so happy for your letter. Sorry to hear of Zdenko’s illness, but I too am grateful he is well. Life here is the same, except for one thing, I am with child—your farewell gift. I know another mouth to feed was not in your plans, but I am happy to carry another part of you. The baby is due in September. You will meet our son or daughter when you return. Please be glad, my love. I miss you. I promise to use the money wisely.


With all my heart,



Your Mira, Little Jan, and our newest little one


​Chapter Five




July 1908



Janos and Zdenko had wired money in early summer. At first, most of the funds paid our back taxes. We breathed a sigh of relief at getting the Notary to stop his constant demands for payment. Fortune smiled at us, for we also expected a decent harvest of rye, hay, and corn for our stores. We also could buy another sheep for butter, cheese, and wool.

Janos wrote that they were using Americanized first names to make it easier at work and for the English-speaking folk. That made sense, since Janos was John in other languages. He chose John, but Zdenko chose Denny, which surprised everyone.

One overcast, but beautiful day, I was churning butter in the courtyard while Little Jan chased a stray chicken. He was growing so fast. I tried not to think about how much Janos was missing, but everything reminded me of him. I hated seeing his empty seat at the table every meal. I missed him most at night when I lay awake alone in our bed.

Maria came around the side of the house with a basket full of eggs and stopped next to me.

“Mama, Baba, watch me catch the chickee.” Little Jan laughed and skipped.

“It’s amazing how much Little Jan looks like Janos did when he was this age.” Maria sighed, her face flushed.

“I see Janos in Little Jan more and more every day.” I frowned. “Are you feeling well today?”

“Moving a little slow, I suppose. It’s nothing. My head does hurt a bit.”

“I’m almost done. Go on into the house to rest, and I’ll be in shortly to make a compress of chamomile for your forehead.” The butter was thick and ready to be scooped from the churn.

“You are a good daughter, Mira.” She rubbed her brow and started toward the house.

I stared after her in surprise. She rarely paid me a compliment. She disappeared inside the house. I put the churned butter into a blue and red ceramic jar and wiped the inside of the churn with a cloth. When I lifted the churn, a twinge twisted my belly. I stopped short, and the pain quickly passed. I was about six months along and had started to show. With Little Jan, I hadn’t begun to show until later due to my broad hips. I hoped for a daughter.

The next morning, just before I usually rose, Anton tapped on the door to my room.

“Mira, she won’t get up,” he said through the door.

“What? Oh dear, give me a minute. We’ll be right out.” I jumped out of bed, rushed to get Little Jan up and dressed, then went into the main room.

Little Jan ran over to her bed. “What’s wrong with Baba? Why is she still in bed?” He pushed on the covers to wake her.

“Is she sick?” Ivan sat on the side of his bed, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, his dark brown hair sticking out all over. “She never stays in bed this long.”

“Maybe.” I turned to Little Jan. “Go outside with your dedko, while I get our morning meal ready.”

Anton gave me a knowing look and guided the boys out the front door. I pressed a hand to her forehead and found her skin hot and clammy. I made a chamomile compress and placed it on Maria’s forehead. We didn’t have the herb feverfew, only meadowsweet for a few cups of tea, but it was better than nothing.

Quickly, I prepared the morning meal of gruel and eggs and set the food on the table.

I went to Maria’s bedside with a cup of tea and took her hand. “Here, drink this tea.”

“Janos, is that you?” she murmured. She opened her eyes and searched my face. She pushed my hand away and wouldn’t drink the tea.

“No, it’s me, Mira.”

“Mira, my head hurts too much, and I’m hot.” She rubbed her forehead and pushed off the covers.

“You need to rest and keep warm.” I pulled the covers back over her and frowned. Seeing Maria behave in such a manner worried me.

Anton poked his head in through the front door and looked at me. I gave him a slight nod, and he pushed the door all the way open. The boys came inside and sat at the table to eat. Anton walked over to my side.

I whispered to Anton, “She’s confused and very hot. She needs the doctor. I’ll go fetch him while you stay and watch her and the boys. Try to get her to drink this tea and keep the compress moist.”

His brow furrowed with worry. “Please hurry.”

I slipped from the cottage and hurried down the road. Dr. Schwarz lived right on the edge of the village.

Zelda, the doctor’s wife and my friend, stood as I approached her garden. “Mira, whatever is the matter? Someone sick?” she said in Magyar.

“Yes, my mother-in-law, Maria. She’s sick with fever and a headache. Where is Dr. Schwarz? Is he here?” I glanced over at the cottage, hoping to see him through the window.

“No, he left a little while ago to make a call at the count’s estate. Come inside and sit. You’re out of breath. Wait here until he returns.”

We went inside. I was struck with awe every time I visited. Everything looked clean and sparkling. They built the house of stone like the rest of the village buildings, with a wood roof and floor. There were several rooms for only the two of them. Zelda longed for children, but after three miscarriages, they had given up hope of having a family.

We sat at the finely carved wood table.

I fidgeted with my hands. “Should I go to the count’s estate?”

“It’s a long walk, and you can’t just go up to his estate and knock on the front door. It’s just not done,” she said in a disapproving tone. “Perhaps the other doctor?” She patted my hand with a look of concern.

“Does he treat Slovaks? I thought only your husband did.”

“Well,” she paused, “that is true. In this case, he might.”

“Would he? Maria is delirious. I fear for her. I trust your husband.” I stood. “I must go to the estate. I’ve never been there. Can you tell me the way?”

“I’ll show you the route my husband took in case he’s already on his way back.” Zelda drew a little map and handed it to me.

“Thank you so much.” We hugged, and she kissed me on the cheek.

Map in hand, I hurried out the door to make the long walk to the count’s estate. I walked as fast as I could, but quickly grew tired. By the time I reached the end of the village’s main street, I had slowed considerably. A glance at the map confirmed I needed to turn right. The flat land called the Great Plain stretched out before me in fields of corn and wheat. The count owned all this land. There were virtually no tall shade trees, only bushes and some wildflowers along the road. Not a single cottage in sight. A small breeze blew the corn and wheat stalks, cooling the air for a moment.

Unlike my family and the other villagers, who used hand tools or an ox to plow our tiny plots, the count could afford modern machinery to plant and harvest. He employed laborers, mostly landless Slovaks, a few Slovenians, and Croatians who were even poorer than our families. Some were migrant or seasonal workers, like those who helped Papa with his fields. Papa would give them a percentage of crop sales or food for their labor. The count paid tiny wages, and they worked from sunup to sundown, six or seven days a week, earning barely enough to feed their families.

Judging by the sun’s placement in the sky, I had been walking for about an hour when the pain in my belly grew more insistent. I pushed forward and finally spotted a cluster of tall trees in the distance, surrounded by a stone wall. According to the little map, I had reached the count’s estate. As I drew closer to the trees, buildings with sloped roofs, wood shingles, and stone walls appeared. I hurried my pace a little more.

A huge flower garden in full bloom created an explosion of color to the right of the large house. Several other smaller buildings sat off to the left side of the house. I reached the wall and walked alongside to the open gateway, then stopped. I peeked around the corner and up the drive. A large, elegant carriage and the doctor’s one-horse cart sat at the front door. Behind them, one of those fancy motorcars sat in the house’s shade. I couldn’t believe only one family lived here.

The smell of freshly cut grass from the green lawn filled the air. I hesitated to go inside the gate. How would I be greeted? What if they refused to let me see the doctor? I forced myself forward, trying to step lightly on the gravel drive. A woman knelt in the garden working. She looked up, and I cringed. She had to have heard the crunch of my boots. She stood, and I halted.

“Who are you?” she asked in Magyar.

She started toward me, a stern expression on her face, and stopped twenty feet away. She wore a plain dark green skirt and a full-sleeved blouse of the same color, very well made, and of fine cloth. I wondered if she was a servant.

“Please forgive my intrusion. Dr. Schwarz’s wife told me I could find him here?” I replied in Magyar. “My mother-in-law is very sick, and I couldn’t wait for the doctor to return home, so I came here.” I bowed my head and peered at her through my lashes.

“Wait there and don’t move.” The woman marched to the house and disappeared inside.

Afraid to move, I furtively surveyed the beautiful grounds, trying to stay calm. After a few minutes, the front door opened, and Dr. Schwarz stepped out onto the porch. His long beard waved in the breeze. Though it was a warm summer day, he still wore his black jacket over an embroidered shirt with long pants in the Hungarian fashion.

“Mrs. Lacko.” He waved me over.

I rushed to him and spoke swiftly. “Dr. Schwarz. I’m relieved to find you. Your wife told me where you were. I’m sorry that I couldn’t wait for you to return home. It’s my mother-in-law, Maria.” I gulped a quick breath. “She has a high fever, headache, and isn’t herself. Can you come to our house right away?”

“There, there, Mrs. Lacko, calm yourself. I’m here checking on a sick house servant. Come wait for me inside, but don’t touch anything.” He motioned me to follow him inside.

“Oh no, I couldn’t.” I took a step back. “I will wait out here for you.”

“Well, if you insist.” He paused and looked at me closely. “Are you all right? You look pale.”

“I am fine, doctor. I’ve been hurrying to get here. I’m just hot and tired.”

“Very well. I will be a little longer. I’ll send someone out with something cold to drink.”

He went back inside, leaving the door open. I peeked into the large entry area. A room off to the right had a long, ornately carved wood table with high-backed upholstered chairs.

A young girl came to the doorway, and I stepped back. Without a word, she handed me a glass of water and shut the door. I saw just enough to know I didn’t belong there.

I was grateful for the drink. The cool water refreshed my parched mouth. I drank it all, set the empty glass on the steps, and turned my attention to the yard. My mind spun, and exhaustion stiffened my aching legs.

The woman from the garden emerged from around the side of the house. She looked over at me and shook her head, then resumed her gardening. I didn’t care. All that mattered was getting help.

A little time passed before Dr. Schwarz came outside carrying his medical bag. He ushered me to his cart. I had never ridden in a cart and needed his help to climb onto the two-person bench seat. He put his bag in the space behind the seat and pulled at the reins, guiding the chestnut brown horse onto the drive and out the front gate.

While holding on tight to the seat as we jostled about on the bumpy road, I explained Maria’s condition. He listened intently and asked me a few questions. It was well after noon by the time we reached our cottage. The doctor tied his horse to our gate, and we hurried inside.

Much to my surprise, my mother-in-law was sitting up in bed, smiling.

“Dr. Schwarz.” Anton extended his hand to the doctor. “Thank you for coming, but it looks like my wife has revived. I had been forcing her to drink the meadowsweet tea Mira made, and it seemed to help.”

“Very good. I’ll examine her to be sure.” Dr. Schwarz went to Maria’s bedside while Anton and I stepped to the kitchen out of earshot.   

“I don’t believe it,” I said in a low voice. “I had to walk all the way to the count’s estate to find the doctor, and now she is fine?”

“She started coming around not long after you left.” He lifted his brows in question. “You went to the estate? Mira, what happened? They didn’t throw you out, did they?”

“No, but I feared they might. Thankfully, Dr. Schwarz was still there.”

“Thank you, Mira, but you don’t look so good. Rest a bit. I’ll let you know when the doctor finishes with Maria.”

Anton sent Ivan outside to do some chores, then sat quietly to wait for the doctor. I took Little Jan into our room and put him down for a nap. There was too much going on for him to relax, but eventually, he dropped off to sleep.

Finally, a tap sounded at my door. I quietly slipped from the room, and Dr. Schwarz motioned me into the main room to speak to Anton and me.

“She is going to be fine,” he said. “She has a small fever and is a bit dehydrated. Get her to drink more fluids.”

“That’s good to hear, Doctor. Thank you,” said Anton.

The doctor handed me a small white envelope with a string tied around it. “This is aspirin powder for the fever and pain. Dissolve a small spoonful of this powder in a glass of water and give it to her three times a day. I’ve already given a dose. The next one would be later tonight.”

As I took the packet from him, a sharp pain seared through my abdomen. I doubled over, dropping the packet on the floor. The doctor took hold of me, and I fell into his arms. Warm, thick liquid flowed down my inner thighs.

“Mira!” Anton reached out to me.

“I’ve got her,” said the doctor. “Let’s get her to the bed so I can examine her.”

The two of them helped me into the other room.

“Don’t wake Little Jan.” I forced out through the pain.

“Try not to speak,” said Dr. Schwarz.

Once on the bed, the doctor looked me over. “You are bleeding out. It could be the child.” He turned to my father-in-law. “Please bring me clean cloths right away and some hot water.”

“What is happening?” My voice sounded as if I were in a deep hole. I thrashed, and hands gripped my shoulders and held me still. “Is the baby coming? It’s too soon...too soon.” I screamed with each contraction.

Anton and the doctor spoke. I couldn’t understand the words. I was in labor, but it didn’t feel like when I gave birth to Little Jan. With each contraction, the most intense pain I’d ever had grew sharper. The water broke, and I could feel the baby coming. A moment of clarity hit, and I could see Dr. Schwarz standing over me.

“Push, Mira, push,” Dr. Schwarz said.

This was all wrong. Fear ripped through me and I resisted. My vision blurred in another jolt of searing pain.

“Mira,” Mama said. Was she real or imagined? Her gentle hands stroked my face, and she kissed my cheek. “Everything will be all right.”

Then...blackness.

I awoke to find Mama sitting beside me on the edge of the bed, holding my hand.

“Mamička?” I murmured.

Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Thank God you’re awake. We were afraid we would lose you, too.”

“Me too? The baby?” I looked wildly around. “Where is it? A boy? A girl?”

Tears rolled down her cheeks, and I knew. The baby was gone, slipped out of me, dead, without my being aware. My heart clenched hard.

“You had a little girl. We’ve already prepared her for the funeral.” She took a breath. “We will bury her today. It is summer, and we can’t wait.”

“Today?” I wanted to scream to God. Why? Everything happened so fast.

“Yes, my dear,” she said. “We will still hold a vigil. Family will be here, and we will bury her in the church graveyard. You’re too weak to do anything. The doctor says you must rest.”

I sobbed.

Mama held me tight. “There, there, let it out. That’s good for you.” She petted my hair, lightly brushing the loose hairs from my face.

At last, my sobs subsided, and Mama wiped my tears.

I spoke in a ragged breath. “I want her named, though she was born early. Please? I was going to call her Karin, after your mother.”

She gave me a wan, kind smile and kissed my forehead. “Karin it will be.”

They propped me up in the bed in the main room during the vigil. Maria laid the tiny bundle in my arms. Barely two pounds, translucent skin, fingers perfect. I touched her lips and whispered her name.

The next morning, the milk came. My breasts ached for my baby. I cried until the tears ran dry, then cried again. Mama came daily to care for me and Maria. She told me of the two babies she had lost.

She patted my hand. “The grief never leaves.” Her sadness mirrored my own. “But you will learn to live. You must, for Little Jan and Janos.”

In that sorrow, we drew closer than before.

––––––––
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​Chapter Six

September 1908

Several weeks after losing Karin, I had a strange dream that was different from the usual silly, nonsensical dreams. This one in particular stayed on my mind. It was clear and detailed, the colors very intense.

In the dream, I stood in an empty room with a little girl of walking age, who sat in the corner. She had curly reddish-brown hair and was dressed all in black. I didn’t recognize her, but I felt a deep connection. I wanted to go to her, but I couldn’t move. I was allowed only to observe her from a distance. Then I woke up and lay in the early morning quiet and listened to Anton’s snoring, until I dropped back into a dreamless sleep.

Maria had returned to her usual daily chores. I, on the other hand, refused to venture anywhere except the garden. Aneta picked up any mail and brought it to me. Her visits were the only thing I looked forward to.

Losing the baby was a bloody and painful ordeal, and I grieved that I would never know baby Karin. The realization that I wouldn’t see her grow up, marry, and have children of her own tortured me to my very core. But I had a guilty secret. I was relieved to no longer be pregnant.

I had feared going through pregnancy again. What would my mother-in-law think, or my own mama, if they knew how I felt? Being a wife and mother was expected of women.

The worst part was that I hadn’t written to Janos about losing the baby. I didn’t know how to tell him. The words wouldn’t come.

One morning, Little Jan and I sat on the bed in our room, playing the hand-patting game. I
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