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My cousin Janka was barely two years old at the time. She couldn’t walk yet.There was war. Her bones were probably a bit rachitic, and she did just fine with crawling. You had the impression she could be everywhere at the same time.

It was a grey wartorn morning. Our mothers were busy preparing the meals, you didn´t have to pay any special attention to the small children. Most of the time, they played with us older kids. The danger didn´t come from the farmyard. The stalls, long since plundered, stood empty and the horses had been taken from the fields. The few workmen in the village had become soldiers. Janka however didn´t completely trust this noisy tension laden idyll. Almost always, whenever something in the village changed, something invisible, the little girl not nervous and crawled off.

As for Janka´s clothes, there isn`t much to say. They consisted of a big diaper, a small diaper and some sort of homemade shirt over that. Feet as well as hands were naked. A baby hat decorated her head. 

The street which wove its way so mysteriously through our little village, was called the White Street by the villagers. Thanks to the white couds of dust that rose from it whenever any action occurred there.

Not so on this otherwise promising, sunny day. I was busy with important things.Those of us older children were just now collecting “tinsel” scattered from the warplanes. Suddenly,it became unusually still around us. The tension mounted from one second to the next. Nobody could imagine what was going to happen. Something threatening hung over us all, the air vibrated. The roaring bombers could no longer be heard. After the tremendous fright, hens tried to look after their chicks, when suddenly they became restless. Animals had felt something, had foreseen something. 

Cousin Janka didn´t have a father. He´d been murdered as a hostage by the Germans before his daughter was born. So she became a village girl, more or less.Everyone who knew her felt somehow responsible for her. At that time, our village with its twenty-eight houses was really very small. And so it was no wonder that you knew exactly what the neighbors did.

As Janka, barefoot and scantily clothed crawled on her discovery tour in the directon of White Street, it suddenly became clear to me that something was about to happen.The way from the yard to the edge of the road wasn´t far, but even for the little girl it took only a few seconds.

Tall grass, colorful wildflowers, blossoming fruit trees lined the way. The child´s movement remained hidden by the tall grass. The first crashing noise of panzered vehicles could be heard.

All the villagers` blood froze in their veins. No one was able to move, nobody knew to help, the fear was too over-powering. The first steely monster appeared, the earth trembled. On its heavy steel chains, as if controlled by magic, a tremendous mass of iron pushed itself onward, armed with man-killing equipment. Soldiers sat behind, men like Janka´s father but in a completely different role. They probably saw nothing, they were also not blind. They had failed to see us, the little girl and me. Janka tried to continue crawling when, at the last moment, I succeeded in grabbing her by the foot she dragged behind her. 

The danger had past and later I was told that I had collapsed shortly thereafter. The fear was just too great.

