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INTRO-
DUCTION



The volume in your hands is an anthology of contemporary
short stories written mostly by Czech and several Slovak
Roma from a region which was once Central European
Czechoslovakia. It is a selection from two previous
anthologies, Vsude samd krdsa (Nothing but beauty
everywhere, KHER 2021) and Samet Blues (Velvet blues,
KHER 2021), which generated much interest upon their
release and to this day rank among the publishing house’s
bestsellers.! The foundation of KHER, a press which caters
exclusively for the needs of Romani writers, in 2012 was
motivated by the belief that writers of Romani origin — due
to their dramatic past linked especially but not exclusively
to their merciless persecution during World War II,
traditionally low social status and ongoing structural
discrimination — enjoy a much harder position in the
society to let their voices, stories, and grievances be heard.

The stories in the above-mentioned volumes are primarily
dedicated to the writers’ loved ones and their shared past
in the pre-war ethnic settlements of Eastern Slovakia, their
new homes in post-war Czech towns, and the surprising
reality of post-1989 transition with its opportunities,

but more importantly challenges and disillusionment. In
the telling of these deeply personal stories these writers
inadvertently convey a much more general picture of the
Roma’s twentieth century history.

The rise in neo-Nazism, which swept through the former
Eastern Bloc countries following the fall of the Iron
Curtain with its street violence, pogroms, and deaths,
resulted in mass migration of the Roma to the West,
where they would become an invisible minority, safe from
physical threats and open to the advantages of equal
rights. It is impossible to ascertain how many Czech
Roma have left the Czech Republic since 1997, when
the first wave of Romani migration hit primarily the UK
and Canada, but to a lesser extent also the Netherlands,
Belgium, Germany, and others. What we do know from
eyewitnesses and authority reports is that these families
1 Alex Zucker’s English translation of Patrik Banga’s

“Zizkovite” previously appeared in The Book of Prague

(Comma Press, 2023). M4ria Hudov4’s “Where to Now?”

is published in this volume for the first time and did not
appear in the original Czech-language anthologies.
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have blended into their host countries with remarkable
ease, adopting their language, joining the job market, and
entering children into the local schools, where they go on
to become brilliant students, proving the Czech education
system with its badly concealed practice of segregation
discriminatory and ultimately crippling.

This new generation of Western Roma have partly lost
their Czech and Slovak, which have been replaced by the
local majority languages, but have retained their Romani
as the language of the home and community. The chief
intention of the present collection is to provide these
Roma with their own ethnic literature which has flourished
in their homeland in their absence and thus help them
cherish and sustain their cultural background. To this end,
all stories written originally in the so-called Slovak Romani
are printed in Romani with an accompanying translation in
English. English as the lingua franca of the world has been
chosen as the main language of this anthology to make the
literature of the Roma most accessible to audiences around
the world.

Mainstream populations across the globe are the second
envisaged readership of this book. It aims to provide
them with the fact of the very existence of Romani letters
and aid the development of an understanding for, and

a sensitivity to a people scattered around the world but
bound by a common Indian origin.

Velvet Blues has been chosen as the volume’s title despite
the collected works speaking of a whole array of topics

and periods. The editors felt that it best describes the
Czechoslovak Roma’s hope that their destiny is following a
positive trajectory with a natural climax in the post-Velvet
Revolution freedom of the new democratic country. That
this has failed to happen is a tragic paradox and a source
of ongoing sadness for the local Romani communities.

The selection of the seventeen stories is the result of a
long chain of debates between KHER editors and the
Czech-to-English translator Alex Zucker, whose job in
this book stretched far beyond the usual transposition of



one language code to another. Not only did he offer his
expertise as to what Western audiences might be interested
in and able to relate to, he also tirelessly battled on,

trying to capture culturally specific terms and situations
pertaining to the Roma. For his devotion to the project
and willingness to deliver at any cost, KHER editors would
like to express their heartfelt thanks.

The afterword entitled “The Untold Stories of
Czechoslovak Roma” provides the factual and historical
background to the development of a minority literature
in an oral language. It is a case study of how the Roma
began to write in the Czech Republic but will suitably
serve as an illustration of similar processes in other
countries with a significant Romani minority around the
world.



BY ILATICA RUSOVA



When I first started writing this war story, I wondered if it
was the right thing to do. Should I or shouldn’t I tell these
Roma’s stories? Shouldn’t the suffering these people went
through remain hidden away in the heart and memory of
my mom? But then I found out that young Roma nowadays
know hardly anything about World War II. I found it
heart-wrenching, given how much the Roma suffered.
Young people have no idea how many of us died in the
concentration camps. Some were shot in front of their
families, many were dragged away and never came home
again, and no one even knows where they're buried.

What I want to write about now, though, is Romani
women and children. I want to tell you about the people
my mom grew up with. She started talking about them one
day when two young people came to see me, wanting to
know more about Romanes, the Romani language. As we
got to talking, the conversation turned to World War II.
And with tears in her eyes, my mom began telling the story
I'm going to share with you now. It was the first time my
sister and I ever heard it from her.

One night the mayor of the gadjo village woke them up:
“Roma, as you know, there’s a war on. The Germans are
coming, you need to hide. Find yourselves a hiding place
and don’t come out until they’re gone. Only God knows
what will happen next.”

“All right, but where? There’s too many of us. I don’t
know any place where all of us would fit,” replied the
vajda, our Romani mayor.

“You'll have to find it yourselves. We can’t hide you in the
village. The farmers are saving the cellars for themselves,”
said the mayor, and with that he walked away. Everyone
was anxious. They were very afraid for their children and
families. Feverishly they pondered where they might hide.

That afternoon some young boys went to tell the vajda
they had found a hiding place.

“Where?”

“In a cave. We used to go there to roast stolen hens, geese
aRd ducks. We can hide there. There’s plenty of room, the
whole settlement can fit.”

“All right, boys. Let’s pack up everything we're going to

/\/ \ need. People, take all the food from your house, duvets,



warm covers, and proper clothing. Make sure to bring
warm layers for the children, they're going to need them.
The cave is made of stone and we're in the middle of
winter.”

The women gathered up all the essentials and set out.
The whole way they wept: “What’s going to become of us?
We'll freeze to death in this cold! And when the Germans
find us, they’ll shoot us!”

When they came to the cave, they were amazed at how
big it was. Then the older Roma remembered they used to
slake lime there. The vajda ordered the people: “Women
and children to one side, men and young boys to the other.
In the middle we’ll make a firepit so we don’t freeze to
death here.”

Winter that year was harsh, although it didn’t snow.

The Roma survived in the cave as best they could. The
grown-ups ate as little as possible to leave enough for the
children, and saved as much water as they could. They had
hardly any, in the woods there was none. They would have
had to fetch it from the village, but they couldn’t go there.
It was just as the mayor said, that same day the Germans
arrived. Toward evening, the Roma spotted them by the
woods, but the Germans didn’t dare enter the forest—they
were afraid. The Roma were lucky.

During the day, some women cooked and some women
helped, they shared the work as best they could. It all had
to be done without a word, and even the children knew
they had to be quiet while they played. When evening
came and it was clear the Germans weren'’t patrolling the
woods anymore, the Roma traded stories about all they
had been through and how the musicians used to play at
weddings and dances. But they laughed only under their
breath, the fear was stronger. When Mana told her story,
though, they couldn’t hold back anymore and howled with
laughter.

Marna was a bit slow. Cracked in the head as folks used
to say. Didn’t have all her marbles. She didn’t speak too
well, granted, but she was very cleanly and loved children.
She could easily play with them all day long, so children
adored her. She was fairly chubby, but had a charming face
and skin like porcelain. They had lots of fun with her, but
she was also trouble, since even her own mother didn’t



know how to explain to her that she wasn’t allowed to
leave the cave during the day.

One evening, once the children were asleep, the women
were trying to figure out what to do, since they had
a shortage of flour, potatoes and fat, and no bread left at
all. The children were pleading for bread. But worst of
all, they had run out of water. There was enough left for
maybe two days. The men debated what to do: “Someone
has to go down to the village and find out what’s going on.
Maybe there’s a way to bring some water back.” The vajda
sent a few young men to scout it out. But it wasn’t long
before they were back.

“It won't work. There are soldiers everywhere, patrolling
in pairs.”

“If it won’t work, it won’t work. If only it would snow
tonight. If it doesn’t snow, I don’t know what we’ll do.”

There was also one sickly little boy among the children.
A Romani woman had taken him in from the orphanage in
the hope that he would recover with her. But the cold cave
and the hunger weren’t doing him any good, in fact he was
worse.

“What are we going to do with him if he dies?”

“We'll bury him somewhere around here, and after the
war we can move him to the settlement.”

The women pondered how to help the boy. They started
cutting back on their food rations and giving him more of
theirs. But with drinking water the situation was worse.
They had run out and it still hadn’t snowed. The children
wanted to drink and there was nothing to give them. The
women were at a loss. “What are we going to do?” they
said. “The children won’t make it without any water.
They're going to die!” When the children went outside to
pee during the day, by the next day it was frozen. Then
the children broke the frozen pee into pieces with a spoon
and ate it. They didn’t realize where they had gone to pee,
they thought they were just eating ice. Their parents didn’t
tell them what it was or the children wouldn’t have had
anything to drink. They knew it was the only way for the
children to survive. The grown-ups went to a hole where
their predecessors used to slake lime. There was frozen
water on the surface and lime underneath. They divided it
up so there was enough for everyone.



One evening some of the young boys came running into
the cave and warned everyone to be quiet, they'd seen
soldiers coming into the woods. “What kind of soldiers?”
the vajda asked. Some said it was Germans, others said
they’'d heard Russian. So the vajda made a decision: “We're
all going to lie down and no one say a word. Then we’ll see
what’s going on.”

After three hours, they heard someone outside speaking
Russian. Then came the deafening sound of gunfire. The
Russians had set up a Katyusha rocket launcher on top of
the cave. Whoever had pillows and duvets covered their
heads with them, to keep from going deaf. The soldiers
were firing down on the village of Sivetice. As soon as they
realized the shooting had stopped, the women wiped soot
on the young girls’ cheeks, to make them unattractive,
and wrapped their heads in rags, for fear the soldiers
might take them away and rape them. Everyone knew the
Russians did that. Then the women and young girls hid.
They even rubbed Mania’s cheeks with soot and hid her.
After about an hour, someone lifted up the rug hiding
the entrance to the cave and a Russian soldier walked in.
He announced something in Russian and after a moment
it dawned on them what he had said: “The Germans are
gone, don’t be afraid, they ran away.”

Then some other Russian soldiers came in and started
looking for something. When they found the girls hidden
beneath the blankets, they took them away, soot-faced
and all. As the mothers wept, the soldiers tried to reassure
them, gesturing to indicate they were only taking the girls
to help them peel potatoes. They took Maiia, too. Her
mother tried to communicate that Mana was sick, that she
wasn't right in the head. But it didn’t do any good. They
took almost all the girls, leaving only the little ones.

When the Roma came out of the cave, they saw dead
soldiers, wounded horses and discarded rifles. The women
sat down on the cold ground and started weeping. So
much sorrow and suffering, so many dead young people!

“Come on, folks, let’s see what’s going on with our girls!”

The whole way no one said a word. They were all afraid
what they might find. What they saw horrified them. The
girls were in shocking condition. They had been raped,
every last one. Mana was worse off than any of them.
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When she heard the people from the settlement coming
back to the village, she crawled out of her hiding place
and wailed at the top of her lungs: “Mommy, mommy,
they gave me a boo-boo!” Her mother collapsed on the
ground beside her, hugged her to her chest, and burst into
tears. All of the Romani people wept, they had never seen
something so awful.

The first one to come to his senses was the vajda. “All
right, Roma, time to stop moaning! We need to do
something about it, we can’t just leave them like this!
Men, we'll divide up the work. Some of you go back to the
cave, there are wounded horses there, the rest of you go
find wood. We need to heat some water and give the girls
a bath, then we can clean up too. But first we've got to fix
them up.” He walked away with tears in his eyes.

The women, weeping, attended to the girls, doing what
had to be done. Only afterwards did they see to their own
needs. What had happened could never be forgotten. The
girls stripped off their clothes and the women burned
them. They were so ridden with lice that when you put
your hand down their bosom, you came out with a fistful
of lice.

Once they had cleaned themselves up, they sat down to
a meal the women had cooked for them. Their plates were
piled high, but even though everyone was famished, the
food stuck in their throat.

It took a long time for the girls to get well again. Some
of them became pregnant. They not very nicely nicknamed
the children “Russkies.” You can still sometimes hear
Roma say it to this day. But Maria had it worst of all. Three
months later, she died in great pain.

The story I told you today is one that actually happened.

[ intentionally left out the name of the village. Why?
Because some of those women are still alive. My hope is
that this might move some of you young people to think
about what Romani women suffered through during World
War II for the sake of their children and families.



ZILATICA RUSOVA



Kanak kezdindom te irinen pal akala Roma,
gondolinkeris, ¢i kerav 1a¢he. Gondolinkers, sjom

te irinen, vaj na sjom te irinen pal akala Roma?
Gondolindom mange, n’élas akale Romengero phéripen,
so préko dzidile, te 4¢hen mira dajorake ¢ak andre
lakero jilo te godi? Pandik 4jom pr'oda, hoj o terne
manus$a roméne na dZanen pal o duto mariben, majna
nista. Olestar mange juminda andro pharipen o jilo.
Mer o Roma bare but préko ligene. Hoj but lendar mule
andro lagri, but lendar mule khére angil o fajti, mer sle
livinkerde, hoj buten ligene, u frima lendar ale khére, vaj
na dzanen, kaj hine parunde.

Musaj te phenav, hoj akina kamav te irinen pal o romane
romna, ta pal o romane ¢havére. Kamav tumenge akina
te vakeren pal o Roma, maskar save avri barija miri daj.
Kanak vakerlas pal akala Roma, avka ¢ak vas oda, hoj ile
ke ma duj terne manusa, so kamle te dZanen buter pal
amari romaili ¢hib. Sar vakerahas, avka peja lav pal o duto
mariben. U avka kezdinda miri daj te vakeren, jasvenca
andro jakha, pal akada, so tumenge kamav te vakeren. Ada
$undam mira phenaha angutno.

Jekfar rataha len ustada o starosta andal o gav: ,,Romale,
dzanen, hoj hin méariben. Kampel pe te garuven, aven
k’amiro gav o Nemci. Rakhen tumenge than kaj tumen
garuvena. U na sikaven tumen, kim adaj éna. So éla
dureder, oda dZanel &ak o Del.“

»Lache, éak kaj? Sjam bare but. Na dZanav, kaj amen sjam
te garuven, na dZanav ase thanestar, kaj restamas savére,
phenda amaro vajda.

»Od4 tumenge musaj te rakhen korkére. Andro gav
tumen na sjam, kaj te garuven. O pinci pumenge o chulaja
mukenkeren va§ pumenge.“ Oda phenda u geja het.
Pharone lenge sja, i dar sja bari vas o ¢havére te vas o fajto.
O Roma savére gondolinkernas, kaj pumen garuvna.

Pal o dilo éle o terne ¢have pal o vajda, hoj rakhle than,
kaj pumen savére garuvena.

»Kaj?“

»Andro barlango. Phirahas odoj le kachrien, le papiiien,
te le kacken te pekenkeren, so ¢orahas. Odoj amen
garuvaha. Hin od4 béro, resaha odoj savére Roma.“

»Lache, ¢havale, javas amenge te keden, so amenge



kampola. Romale, keden upre savéro: o chiben, so hin
tumen khére, keden tumenge o duchni, o pokréci tite,
te o tate gada. Keden upre le ¢havérenge o tite gada, mer
oda lenge kampola, o barlango hin baruno, u hin jevend.“

O Romnia kene upre savéro so kampija, u mukle pumen
pro drom. O Romnia cele dromeha rovenas: ,,So amenca
éla? Andr’akaso jevend fadinaha! U te amen o Nemci
rakhena, livinkerna amen!“

Sar ale ko barlango, amulinde, savo hin oda barlango
baro. Akor ale pr'oda o phure Roma, hoj jon odoj valekana
téle chorkernas o vapno. O vajda phenda le Romenge:

»O romna le ¢havérenca dzana pro jek 6dalo, o mursa
le terne ¢havenca pro aver 6dalo. Maskare le barlangoske,
keraha jag, te na adaj fadinas.“

Oda4 bers sja o jevend baro. Cak o jiv na sja. Avkake
o Roma dZivenas andro barlango, sar pe delas. Chanas
so jekfrimeder, ¢ak le ¢havéren t'ovel buter, te le paniha
cidenas te ikrel so jekdureder. Mer te o pani sja len frima
u andro ve$ paii na sja. Musaj te gelehas andro gav, u odoj
nastik dzanas. O starosta sar phenda, avka sja, mek oda
dives ale andro gav o Nemci, mer kijarati dikhle le Nemcen
pasal o ve$. Andro ves$ andre n’ile, mer daranas. Ad4 sja
le romengeri bach.

Préko dives o Romna tavenas, valesave Segitinenas,
ulavkernas sar pe delas. Musaj te sle bilaveskero,

u dZanenas oda, te o ¢havére kanak pumenge khelenas,
te na len Sundol. Kijarati kanak dzanenas, hoj pas o ves
nane o lukeste, pumenge o Roma vakerenas, so préko
dzidile, kanak phirnas te basavkeren, o bijava, o bale. No
t'avka hasanas poléke, mer i dar sja bareder. No kanak
vakerelas i Manfa, od4 4vri na ikrenas o Roma, u hasanas
avka, hoj o 6dala len dukhanas.

I Mania, oda sja termii ¢haj, so sja nasvaji. Avka, sar pe
phenel romane, nasviji sja pro $éro. Na sja lake andro $éro
savéro avka, sar élas t'oven. Na dzanelas la¢he te vakeren,
so pe musaj te phenen, sja bare zazi, u kamlas béare
le ¢havoéren. Le ¢havorenca peske khelelas te celo dives.

U o ¢havére la bare kamenas. Sja bare thuji, no o muj la sja
bare §ukar. O testo sja la parno sar porcelano. Avkake
préko laha dzidile but hasaviben, no te briga, kanak lake

i daj na dzanlas te den andri godi, hoj 4vri nastik dzal
préko dives.



Jekfar kijarati, o ¢havére ma sovenas, u o romna
pumenge vakerenas, so te keren, ma sja frima jaro,
krumpiji, Ziro u so na sja, avka méaro. U oda mangen
o ¢havoére. Ale te prloda, hoj frima hin o pani. Saj ovel, hoj
hin pre dije divesende. So te keren, vakernas pumenge
o mursa: ,Elas te dZan valeko andro gav. Elas te dzan
te dlkhen, so pe odoj kerel. Saj ovel, hoj pe delas te panl
te anen.” O vajda bi¢hada le terne ¢haven andro gav, ¢i
te del te anel pani. No bare sik ale pale.

»Na del pe, o lukeste hine vigik, phiren po dtj dzéne.“

»Te pe na del, avka pe na del. Losalo Gjomas, te aja rat
pejas jiv. Te na perla, na dzanav, so keraha.”

Masgkar o ¢havore sja jek cikno ¢havéro, so sja nasvalo.
Lija peske le jek romrii andal o lelenco. Lija peske le, hoj
pas late pe dela pro than. No o barlango leske la¢hipen
na kerlas, ani i bok. U sja pr'od na lache.

»So0 leha keraha, te merla?“

»Parunaha le valeka adaj, te éla pal o mariben, thovaha
le préko andro gav,“ phenda o vajda.

O romna gondolinkernas, sar te Segitinen le nasvale
¢havéreske. Kezdinde pumenge te devkeren frimeder
chaben. U devkernas le nasvale ¢havéreske. No
goreder oda sja le paniha. M4 o pani na sja. O jiv
na peja. O ¢havére mangenas pani u pani ma na sja.

Ma4 na dZanenas, so te keren. So keraha, phenenas
pumenge o romiia, bijo paii o ¢havére avri na ikrena.
Merna! O ¢havore, so avri mutrenas préko dives, oda
fadinlas, u o 4ver dives le rojenca phagernas u chanas

o fadindo muter. O ¢havére na dzanenas, kaj mutrenas,
gondolinenas, hoj chan jégo. O daja te o dada

le ¢havérenge na phenenas, so chan, ¢ak te na mangen
pani. U dZanenas, hoj éak avka $aj préko dziven. O romiia
te o mursa phirenas andri chev, kaj o phtre Roma
¢horkernas o vapno. Upral sja o fadindo paiii, u telal sja
o vapno. Chanas avka, te 4¢hel sakoneske.

]ekfar kijarati nasle o terne ¢have andro barlango,
hoj t'ovas bilavengero, mer dikhle, hoj andro ve$ aven
o lukeste. O vajda phuqa ,»,Save lukeste?” Jek phende,
hoj dikhle Nemcen, avera, hoj $unde te vakeren Rusika.
Va$ oda phenda o vajda: ,,Savére amenge dzaha te pasjon
u ovaha bilaveskero. Dikhaha, so pe kerla.*

Pal o trin ori Sunde te vakeren Rusika. Pandik baro



livisdgo. Pro barlango o Rusi thode i Katusa. Savére
amenge thodam keril o §ére o pertiici, o duchni, kas so sja
¢ak t'ovel amenge o $éro andreuchardo. Te na ovas kasuke.
O lukeste livinkernas téle pro Sivetovo. Sar o romia
dikhle, hoj o lukeste m4 na livinkeren, kormoha lenge
andre kerde o muja, t'oven dzungale. Devkerde lenge pro
§ére kendova, mer daranas, te na len keden o lukeste, mer
od4 kerenas. Le terne ¢hajen, romren téle chudkernas.

Te la Mana andre kerde kormoha u garude. Vaj pali jek 6ra
valeko vazdnia o pokréco, so sja andreu¢hardo o barlango,
andre 4ja jek Rusiko lukesto. Valeso vakerlas u pandik 4jam
pr oda, hoj phenda: ,,M4 o Nemci adaj nine, ma daran,
nista.*

Pandik 4le te 4vera Rusika lukeste, u kezdinde valeso
te roden. Te rakhle le ¢hajen, rakhle tel o duchni,
te melalen len kene. O daja rovenas, sar dikhle o lukeste,
hoj roven, sikavkernas, hoj dZzan te kusen o krumpiji. Lile
te la Mana. I daj sikavkerlas, hoj hin nasviji, sikavkerlas
hoj hini dilini. No na $egitinda. Lile majna savére ¢hajen.
Mukle ¢ak ole ciknen.

O Roma, kanak avri 4le andal o barlango, dikhle le bute
mule lukesten, livinde grasten, dikhle but puski. O romna
beste pri Sudri phuv u kezdinde te roven. Aci briga, aci
phéripena, aci mile terne manusa.

»Romale, javas te dikhen, so hin amére ¢hajenca!“

Savére cele dromeha khére dZanas bilaveskero. Daranas,
so dikhena khére. So dikhle, sja valeso baro. Le ¢hajen
rakhle bare erdavone. Savére sle téle chudkerde. I Maria
sja pr'oda jekgoreder. Sar Sunda, hoj o Roma aven khére,
cidlas pe pal i phuv andal o khér 4vri. Rovlas pro celo
kirlo: ,,Mamo, mamo, kerde mange bibi!* Lakeri daj peske
besta ke late pri phuv, cina peske la pro kojin u kezdinda
te joj te roven. Savére Roma rovenas, asi briga mek
na dikhle.

Angutno 4ja ke peste o vajda. ,Romale, ma roven ma!
Kampel lenca te keren valeso, nastik avka oven! Mursale,
ulavas amenge i buti. Valesave dzana ko barlango, odoj sle
livinde grasta, dvera dzana kastenge. Kampel te tatarkeren
pana, kampel le ¢hajen te nandarkeren, te amen musaj
te nanduvas. Angutno kampel te den le ¢hajen pro than.*
Jasvenca andro jakha geja het.



O romna rovibnaha dine le ¢hajen pro than, kerde keril
lende, so kampija. Pandik kerde keril pumende. Sja oda
valeso aso, so pe na dela te biskeren $oha. O gada, so
téle hajinde pal pumende, labarkerde. Sja andre lende aci
dzuva, hoj kanak denas o vast pal i brek, lenas 4vri dzuva.

Sar pumen Zuzarde, beste ko chiben, so o roma tade.
Savérenge sja keno, no o chiben na kamlas téle te dZzan
le kirloha, u 4ja sako bokhalo.

Zibut pumen o ¢haja sastarnas. Valesave achile khabne.
Lengere ¢havéren dzungalone vi¢inenas ,,Ruso®. Te akana
masgkar o Roma $undol, hoj valesave manusa pumen
vi¢inen Ruso. No jekgoreder sja pr'oda i Mana. I Mana pro
trinto ¢hon bare dukhende muja.

Akadi, so tumenge akina gendom, vaj irindom, hin
¢aco. O gav na kamav te irinen naveha. Soske? Mer
valesave romna mek dZiven. Va§ oda tumen terne manusa
gondolinkeren, so sle o romane romma andro dato
mariben va$ o ¢havore te vas o fajto.
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MARGITA

“Run for it, Margita! Quick, run!” my sister Olga
whispered urgently into my ear, dragging me deeper into
the woods so we could hide in the thicket.

“What for?” I asked, surprised.

“Stop asking questions and run!” Branches and tall grass
whipped at our skin, but we didn’t let them slow us down.
“I saw Germans on the road. If we run this way, we’ll make
it home before them,” my sister explained after catching
her breath a little.

As we crashed through the door of our wooden cottage,
the terrified look on our faces made it clear to our mother
that danger was on the way.

“Upstairs, quick, under the hay, and be quiet!” We lay
down by the rafter where there was the most hay, hearts
pounding in our throats. Hugging each other helped us
calm down a bit. Soon we heard a banging on the door
and our mother’s voice.

“I'm afr—,” I whispered, and Olga covered my mouth
with her palm.

“Are you alone? Where is your husband, your family?
Have you seen any partisans?” the soldiers bellowed at my
mother.

“I'm here alone, my husband went to burn lime.
Partisans? Here? What would they be doing here? No one
comes here all year long,” said Mr. Trnka, the teacher
from our primary school in Matysov4, interpreting my
mother’s answer for the Germans. We heard one of the
guards walk to the stove and lift the lid on one of the pots.
Potatoes bubbled away inside. The guards scanned the
room.

“Where do those stairs go?” one of the soldiers asked.
“Hello, did you hear what I said? What's up there?” he
asked again, pointing to the opening in the ceiling and
placing his tall boot on the first step.

“Nothing, just the attic, hay, the gate’s outside, on the
other side of the house.”

“Then why do you have stairs in here?” the soldier asked.



“When I make mattresses, I fill the canvas with hay. This
way [ have it handy, so I don’t have to go outside at night,”
our mom responded calmly. The teacher translated, making
sure the Germans understood.

“Let’s go,” the commander suddenly ordered. He was
probably hot from standing by the stove.

“You can come down, girls. They're past the roadside cross
now,” our mom called up to us, and we came down the
stairs, still trembling with fear.

“I spotted those Germans at the crossroads, and we ran
for it right away. We don'’t have any wood,” Olga informed
our mom.

“Never mind, the main thing is you made it home in time.
If they had seen you in the woods, they might have picked
you up, and God knows what might have happened.
They're still searching for partisans.”

“We do have mushrooms, though,” said Olga, proudly
pointing to our basket, and she began to clean them to put
in the soup. My mom sat down on the bench by the stove
and you could see there was something on her mind.

“When will this all be over? When will they leave us
in peace so we can live without fear again? Come here,
Margita, my precious child.”

“I'll be twelve soon,” I proudly declared, kneeling at her
feet. But my mother gave a worried sigh. “You two are all
I have left.” Our older sister Anna had moved away the
year before to live with her husband in Legnava.

“You know, a few girls have gone missing, and those
German officers hurt them. I have to keep you hidden so
they can’t do anything bad to you. You mustn’t go into
the woods by yourselves. Tomorrow the two of you will go
with your grandma to clean at the church, maybe you'll get
some cheese curds in return,” our mom said, wiping her
tears on her apron.

The wooden Greek Orthodox church meant everything
to our grandma, she believed that as long as we kept
praying, we would make it through these hard times.
Sometimes, when the wooden stairs needed scrubbing, she
would take us granddaughters with her, and in return we
would get some food to take home with us. Olga preferred
going to work for the Ruthenian farmers in Stara Lubovna,

— 26—



but I liked it in the church. When we were lucky, we came
home with enough flour to bake bread for two weeks, then
we got eggs and vegetables for helping out on some other
farm—there were several of them around Matysova. But
most of all, I would have liked to go back to school. When
would our lives go back to the way they were before?

OLGA

“You hear that? Someone’s knocking at the door. Who
could it be at this hour?” wondered our mom.

“Don’t go anywhere, stay in bed!” our dad ordered us in
a hushed voice.

“It isn’t the Germans, they wouldn’t have knocked,”

I whispered to Margita.

“Who is it?” my father asked in a firm voice.

“Atkroy dver, pazhalusta, ya ranyenyi.”

“It must be a Russian,” my mom said to my dad. “Be
careful!” My father picked up a wooden cane and slowly
opened the door. A young man fell straight onto our floor.

“Pomoshch, pomoshch,” he begged, and in the light we
saw that his whole body was covered in mud and blood.

“Come, get up.” My dad lifted the man by his right arm,
since his left side was wounded, and hauled him up to the
attic.

“What happened? Who are you?” From downstairs we
heard our mom asking the soldier questions in Ruthenian.
In between moans of pain, he answered that he was
Russian and had been separated from his unit during an
air drop.

“Vodu, vody dai piit, pazhalusta.” I leaped out of bed
for a tin mug and was up in the attic quick as a flash. My
dad had taken off the soldier’s coat and was inspecting his
bleeding wound.

“He probably stabbed himself on a branch. We need
to stop the bleeding. Bring me a cloth and some water,”
my dad said, looking at me. Once I had delivered them,
he sent me back downstairs and my mom tended to the
Russian’s wound.

“Now listen carefully. We've got a Russian soldier here.



You know what the Germans would do to us for sheltering
the enemy and lying to them.” My dad gave us a deadly
serious look to make sure we grasped how dangerous this
was for all of us. “We can either throw him out, or keep
him for a couple days, till his wound heals up and he gets
some strength back. Which will it be?” My dad gave us an
inquiring look. We exchanged glances without a word. We
were all well aware what awaited us if the Germans were to
find him here.

“We would all have to act exactly the same as we did
before he burst in here,” my mom decided.

“All right then, he stays, and we all keep our mouths
shut, not a peep from anyone, hear that, girls?” said my
dad. He instructed us that no one but him was to go up to
the attic.

“Good thing we're the last cottage in the village and no
one has to walk past us on their way home, right, Olga?”

“Right, Margita, we know, but still we have to be
careful,” I reminded my sister, just to be sure, before we
both fell asleep.

Apart from my dad, no one went up to the attic. Mornings,
before he went off to the woods, where the men logged
timber for the Nazis, he tended to Sergei, and evenings he
checked to see if his wound was healing up. My grandma
got her hands on a little bottle of yellow powder, luckily
we had plenty of sheets to make bandages with. The whole
week, we all acted the same as always.

“Today in the woods I found out the Nazis are looking
for a Russian lieutenant,” my dad said, and we all perked
up our ears.

“That’s our Sergei, right, Dad?”

“Yes, Olga, that’s him. I'll go and have a look at him, you
girls go lie down,” he said, but this time he stayed up in
the attic longer than usual.

“Sergei wants to leave the day after tomorrow, in the
evening,” my dad announced to my mom when he came
back downstairs. “I'll deliver him to the partisans and
they’ll take him to his unit.”

“But Gabo,” my mom asked, “do you even know how to
find the partisans?”

“Every man that works in the woods knows that, honey.
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Now go to sleep,” my dad smiled at her.

Early the next morning he went off into the woods,
and came back before the German patrol that supervised
the men working in the woods. My mom spent the day
kneading dough for bread. We didn’t have much flour left,
but she knew Sergei was going to need some food for the
trip.

“I spoke with Matus. The partisans know where
Sergei’s unit is,” my dad informed my mom when he came
home from work. “Tomorrow, once it gets dark, Matu$ will
be waiting at the agreed location.”

“It’s awfully dangerous, do you have to go with him?”
[ heard my mom say anxiously.

“I do. Sergei doesn’t know his way around here. If the
Germans got hold of him, it would be bad for us too,” my
father said, thinking out loud.

“Spasiba. Balshoye spasiba.” Sergei emotionally thanked
my mom, telling me and my sister goodbye with his eyes.
As he walked off into the dark with my dad, I felt like I was
going to cry. I imagined them cautiously treading their way
through the darkened woods, and meeting up with the
brave Matus at the arranged location. Sergei shook hands
with my dad, and the two of them wordlessly hugged
farewell.

“Why has Dad been gone so long? He should have been
back ages ago.”

“He’ll come, don’t worry. They have to be careful, you
know,” said my mom, reassuring both me and herself. She
was too worried to fall asleep. She prayed for my dad to
return, and I prayed silently along with her, next to my
sleeping sister.

When my dad still hadn’t returned by morning, we were
sure something had gone wrong. We set out for Matysova
to ask my uncle Dula if he knew anything. The Germans
were chasing each other around the village square on
motorbikes, they even had a dog sitting in one of the
sidecars.

“What are you doing here, woman? Run along home!
They took your Gabo away! The men were talking about
it this morning when they went logging. They said they



caught him outside last night. What was he thinking, going
outside so late like that? You know we aren’t allowed out
of the house after dark,” my uncle said. My mom burst
into tears.

“Where did they take him to, Dula, where?” She hid her
face in her hands.

“I don’t know exactly, but they said to a work camp. Run
along home and don’t go asking around anywhere, you'll
only make more problems for yourself. What if they take
you in too?” my uncle Dula said.

Our grandma, who lived with my uncle, found out
from him what had happened and came to see us. “The
nearest work camp is in HanuSovce, here in the Presov
region. They’ve got men locked up there building train
tracks and dams. The parish priest told me, and he knows
everything.”

“Auschwitz is a long way away, isn’t it?” my mom asked
my grandma.

“That’s in Poland, hopefully Gabo is still here somewhere,
we just have to pray for him and trust that he’ll come back
to us,” my grandma said, her eyes overflowing with tears.

I didn’t lose faith that Gabo would come back to me, that
we would all live together again like before. Early the next
morning, the girls and I went into the woods to gather
firewood, we were running out. I hadn’t had any news of
him, none of the men from the woods knew a thing. Every
second or two, my eyes kept wandering to the path leading
home, just in case my husband returned. We had a frugal
Christmas as usual, but on top of everything else, it was
also unbearably painful, every time I thought about the
fact that he wasn'’t with us.

It was awful when the Germans drove all the men,
women, and children from the village into the woods to
make round logs for trenches. The Germans stood over us,
weapons in hand, shouting and pointing machine guns
at us. The Roma were beside themselves with fear. I was
scared to death they would shoot us, you could hear the



weeping from all sides. Finally, after seven days, they told
us we didn'’t have to go into the woods anymore. The men
could begin to dig trenches. The ground was frozen solid,
they had to burn firewood to loosen up the soil.

We took work wherever we could find it. For a little flour,
potatoes, and lard, we would work all day if we had to.

After mass one day, I went to my mother’s. “People are
saying the fighting between the partisans and the Russian
units is getting closer,” my brother Dula remarked.

“You don’t see the Germans in the area so much
anymore, and some of them are leaving, the parish priest
said,” my mother added. For the first time in ages, I felt
a flicker of hope in my heart that Gabo might return, but
then panicked that I might have jinxed it.

“Mommy, Mom!” Olga shouted, bursting into the kitchen
one day with the news she had heard on the farm that
Soviet rifle corps units had broken through to Hanusovce.

“Hanusovce? Our daddy might be there!” Margita cried
in excitement.

On January 24, the Soviets liberated Matysova.

I was out in front of the house with my daughters
stacking wood when someone shouted to us from the cross
at the crossroads: “Girls! My girls!”

He had returned! I sank to my knees and burst into tears.

“Dad, Daddy, Dad!” My daughters ran over to him and
gave him a hug. I thanked God he’d heard our prayers and
our family was together again.

“At long last, I'm here with you,” said my husband,
clutching me in his arms. He was nothing but skin and
bones. We wept with joy.

“Were you in Hanu$ovce, Daddy?” Margita asked.

“Yes, my dear Margita, but in my heart, I was here at
home with all of you.”

We piled a plate with as much food as we could, but after
going hungry for so long, Gabo couldn’t eat it all, he had
to take it slow and in small portions. He told us that on his
way back from the partisans, after bringing Sergei to them,
he was stopped by the Germans. They didn’t believe that
the only reason he was walking around the woods in the
middle of the night was because he’'d had a quarrel with his
wife. They took him to Hanu$ovce, and he was this close to
being sent to Auschwitz like the others before him.



A little while later, Olga suddenly said, “There’s a car
pulling up to our place.”

“Our place?” I said in surprise. My husband was asleep,
still recovering.

“Soldiers, but not Germans, their uniforms are different,”
she said, reporting what she could tell from a distance.

The car came to a stop in front of our door and out
jumped a group of noisy Russian soldiers. “Zdrastvuyte,
Gabo, mamo!”

“Sergei, is that you?” I said.

“Da, eto ya, Sergei Vladymyrich Gorki, sto syedmy
strelkovy batalion Gordeeva. My Ganushovice i Matysova
asvabadili,” he said with a salute. I translated for my
family: “Yes, it is I, Sergei Vladymyrich Gorki, of the 107th
Rifle Corps, Commanding Officer Gordeev. We liberated
Hanu$ovce and Matysova.”

“Gabo, we brought food for your family,” I translated
what Sergei had said as the soldiers carried sacks of flour,
potatoes, and preserves into the kitchen, along with other
provisions the Germans had taken from the farmers for
themselves.

At long last, we could look forward to some much-
deserved peace and quiet.

This story is dedicated to my
parents, Margita and Gabriel
Duzda, who, unlike many millions
of others, survived the Second
World War.
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E MARGITKA

»Denas, Margitko! Sig dena$!“ zoraleder mange nisostar
ni¢ phendas e pheri u cirdla man andro bareder ves, te pen
te garuvas andro bare kraki.

»Soske, Olgo?“ phucav latar u ¢udalinav man.

»Ma phué u dena§!“ O kraki the e uéi éar amen labarel,
ale na denasas polokeder. ,,Dikhlom pro drom le Nemcen,
sar dena$aha kadarig, avaha khere sigeder sar jon," phenel
mange godaha, sar éino chudla o dichos.

Fejs rozrugindam o vudar la drevnicatar u amare muja
la dake phende, hoj pes vareso kerel.

»Upre, sig andro phus u &iten!“ Pasluvas peske pas
o tramos, kaj hino o phus nekuceder, o jila amenge maren
dzi andro kirlo. Jekhetano obchudlipen amenge ¢ino
Segetinda. Takoj $unas durkiben pro vudar the la dakero
hangos.

»Darav m-,“ cichones phenav u e Olga mange thoda
e burnik pro vusta.

»Sal korkori? Kaj tiro rom? Kaj e famelija, dikhlal
le partizanen?* vi¢inen pre daj.

»Som kadaj korkori, o rom gela te labarel o vapnos.

O partizana? Kadaj? So bi kadaj kerenas, niiko kadaj

na avel, sar hino o bers§ baro,“ prethovel o sikhlardo

o Trnkas andal e obecno sikhadi Matisovatar le niemcike
slugadZenge la dakero vakeriben. Sunas sar jekh slugadzis
gela ke $pareta, hazdla upre e chip. Andre piri tadon

o gruli. Rozdikhel pes pal e kuchia.

»Kaj dZan kale garadiéi?“ phucel o dujto slugadzis, ,Hej,
$unes, so hin kodoj upre? u sikhavel pre chev andro
plafonos the ustarda uca cirachaha pro perso garadicis.

,Ni¢, oda ¢a o pados o phus, o vudaroro avral, pal oki
sera le kherestar.“

»Soske tut hin o garadiéi kadaj?“ kamel te dZanel.

»Sar kerav o $troki, rakinav andre cacha o phusa. Pa§

o vasta hine, kaj na musinav te phirel radi avri,* phenel
amari daj, sar te nisostar na daralas. O sikhlardo prethovel
the dikhel pre lende, ¢&i leske achaluven.

»DZas het,* rozkazinda nisostar ¢ o velitelis. Saj les has
kerado, sar terdol pas e §pareta.



Vazeni Ctenéfi, prave jste docetli ukazku z knihy Velvet Blues.
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