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A gripping generational saga that takes
you through two centuries and across two
continents

The vividly written narrative begins in a remote corner of the Austro-Hungari-
an Empire in the mid-19th century. A poor tinworker’s family in the wild Kysuce
mountains is supported by the widow Maria, who, on the advice of a worldly un-
cle, sets out on a long journey in search of a better life.

Along with her two children, the barely eight-year-old Zoltan and his little sis-
ter, she heads to Aussig, now Usti nad Labem, where a new era is dawning.
The emerging railway breaks down boundaries between cities and countries,
shortens distances, and brings together a mix of people from all corners of the
world...

And that’s just the beginning; the book will guide you through decades of Zol-
tan’s fate and his pursuit of happiness and freedom.

Ondrej Sanc (*1979) was born and raised in Usti nad Labem, surrounded by
decaying historic districts, factory walls, and constant smoke. On weekends, he
would explore the nearby wilderness, both alone and with his friend group, and
since childhood enjoyed reading and history. Although he studied to become

an English and history teacher, he left his studies to pursue his passion for trav-
el. He has a deep interest in Native American culture and history. After explor-
ing various careers, he now works as a social worker and lives on a farm in the
Central Bohemian Highlands. He and his wife have carefully restored this cultural
monument and now run a family organic farm there.




Ondfej Sanc: Walking the Wire

summary

The story begins in the mid-19th century in what was then Upper Hungary (now
Slovakia), in a poor mountain village in Kysuce—a region steeped in old customs,
superstition, and hardship. Faced with scarcity and the need for supplemental income,
the villagers turned to tinkering, a craft that became a hallmark of the region. Using
nothing more than plain wire from nearby Silesian steelworks, they skillfully repaired
broken ceramic dishes and crafted a variety of everyday items—pipe cleaners,
mousetraps, kitchen utensils, sieves, and even intricate, artistic masterpieces coveted
by bourgeois households. Carrying their wares, these itinerant craftsmen roamed the
vast Austro-Hungarian Empire and, with the advent of railways and steamships, carried

their trade to far corners of the world.

Despite the new opportunities and rapidly changing times, prosperity eluded the region.
Many men wandered for years, never to return, leaving the yokes of poverty and toil on
the shoulders of women and the elderly. Jan, Maria’s husband, never forgot his family,
but while traveling, he lost his leg in a railway accident. Crippled and desperate, he

turned to poaching and smuggling, a choice that ultimately cost him his life.

Determined to change their fate, Maria, along with her children Rozarka and Zoltan,
heeds the advice of Zoltan’s successful and well-traveled godfather, Juraj, and ventures
out into the world. They arrive in Aussig (Usti nad Labem), a city in the midst of an
incredible industrial and entrepreneurial boom. Possessing the empire’s largest port, the
recently completed Vienna-Hamburg railway, and an abundance of coal—vital for the
new steam engines—the city has become a bustling hub filled with thousands of

workers, entrepreneurs, and travelers from around the globe.

Maria and her children find shelter in a makeshift camp of Italian railway builders, yet

her dreams soon dwindle to endless toil, loading coal and struggling for survival.



Meanwhile, Zoltan explores the area, befriending local Italian boys and scavenging for
food. Two years later, he sets off for the season as an assistant to older tinkers, but
when he returns in the fall, Maria and the camp have vanished. From that moment on,

he must fend for himself, eventually leaving the city for the hills.

Rejected by villages due to his distinct appearance and Romani heritage, Zoltan is left
with no choice but to sleep in forests. It is there that he meets a young man named Karl,
and they quickly become friends, embarking on various adventures together. Karl
teaches Zoltan to read and write, and as the story unfolds, it becomes clear that Karl is
none other than the future writer Karl May, who spent time in the region during those
years. Well-known facts from May’s youth are woven into the narrative in a playful,
imaginative manner, capturing the essence of the genre he would later define. Thus, a

whimsical "fairy-tale" quality, driven by coincidence, runs throughout the tale.

Despite the many hardships he endures, Zoltan ultimately grows up and reaches his

dream destination—America.

In the New World, however, Zoltan is not among the victors of progress, nor does he
achieve any heroic feats—quite the opposite. He endures relentless racism and
violence; instead of hunting bison, he gathers their bones for fertilizer, hides from lynch
mobs, and bears witness to the extermination of the last flock of passenger pigeons.
The best land has long been claimed, and the Native Americans he encounters are far
from the untamed rulers of the prairie depicted in Karl’'s stories.

For years, he drifts from place to place, constantly adapting to new means of survival as
he crisscrosses America on the roofs of train cars as a hobo. During one of these
journeys, he has a fleeting yet, as time will reveal, fateful encounter with another
historical figure—E. T. Seton Many years later, in the first days of the 20th century,
Zoltan marries Geanamoya, a woman from one of the last free-living Native American
groups in California. Thanks to Seton, they escape the harsh fate of life of the

reservation.



In a separate part of the book, we meet Adam, a modern-day Romani man whose
caravan burns down one winter above a village in the Sudetenland. He finds refuge with

Petr, Monika, and their children, agreeing to work for room and board until spring.

While settling in, Adam discovers several shelves of adventure books in Petr’s library—
the very same books he cherished as a child. This discovery transports him back to his
memories of the boiler room in an elementary school in the Most region. Young Adam
would often skip his Young Pioneer meetings to visit Michal, the school’s boiler operator
and a former history teacher. “For years, his smoke-filled kingdom was Adam’s refuge
from the cruelty of classmates, the strictness of teachers, and the indifference of the
world.” It becomes clear that Michal, along with the moral values embodied by the
heroes in the stories of May, Seton, and Storch, played a defining role in shaping
Adam’s character—just as they did Petr’s.

As time passes, Adam begins telling the children a story each evening, “...the kind of
paperback tale they used to call a dime novel.” Before long, the reader comes to realize
that Adam is not just telling a story—he is recounting the history of his own family,
revealing himself as the narrator of the entire book.

Feeling unsafe in America due to rampant racism, Zoltan, his wife, and their son,
Thompson, relocate to Bohemia. They settle in a caravan near Prague, where
Thompson becomes captivated by the emerging scouting and tramping movement—a
Czech phenomenon that romanticizes wilderness exploration, often drawing inspiration

from Native American, cowboy, and military themes.

Thompson befriends Burka, who is gradually revealed to be none other than Zdenék
Burian, the renowned painter and illustrator of adventure literature. He also forms a
friendship with Eduard Storch, and together with Burka, they assist him in building a
scout base and nature school, the Children’s Farm, in Liberi, and in organizing a skiing
trip for underprivileged children. Storch appears in a lesser-known chapter of his life—
his writing career still lies ahead, but he describes himself as “a critical observer of the

new age.” After enduring several grueling years as a teacher in the coal-mining regions



of Most, he makes desperate yet ultimately futile efforts to improve the social conditions

of the local people, particularly the children.

As the Great Depression takes hold, Thompson marries his friend Zuzana, and they
start a family. After his parents pass away, they move into their caravan, but by then,
ominous clouds are gathering over Europe as war looms. Zuzana, being half-Jewish,
fears deportation, but in the end, it is their "Gypsy way of life"—living in a caravan,
which is not considered a permanent residence—that seals their fate. They receive a
summons to the forced labor camp in Lety. Thus, Adam’s story reaches its tragic

conclusion, and the book’s final chapter turns to his own fate.

During his stay with Petr’s family, Adam manages to save some money and decides to
sell a rare coin—a hobo nickel—that had already appeared in his tale about Thompson.
With the proceeds, he buys an old van and prepares to leave. On his last evening,
alone with Petr, the conversation takes a more personal turn. Petr, intrigued, presses
Adam for the missing link—how the story connects Thompson to Adam. Petr enjoyed
the tale but finds parts of it far-fetched, especially after researching and discovering that
escape from the Lety camp was impossible. "I think this is enough,” Adam replies. But
when Petr insists, eager for the sake of his curious children, Adam simply asks, "Do you
really want to know the truth?”

With disarming honesty, Adam admits that he grew up in an orphanage and knows
nothing about his real family. Everything he told—the lives of Thompson, Zoltan, and
those before them—was pieced together from books, stories he heard from Michal the

boiler man, and fragments he found online. The fairy tale is over—for good.

Thanks to this sudden shift in perspective, along with Adam’s earlier memories and his
subsequent conversation with Petr, we can infer that Zoltdan and Thompson are not
Adam's ancestors but rather his historical alter egos. Their lives echo his own—from a
childhood spent without parents in a mining community to pivotal encounters with
influential writers and a series of smaller, significant events. We also learn that the hobo
nickel featuring a bison skeleton was given to Adam by his mother during their only

meeting when he was eighteen. However, the origins of the coin remain a mystery,



even to Adam, and it may very well have inspired the creation of his entire story. The
book itself is a work of fiction, crafted with a wealth of historical detail and largely based

on Adam’s true experiences, loosely inspired by Thomas Berger’s Little Big Man.

Ondrej Sanc



Walking the Wire by Ondfej Sanc

Translated by Graeme Dibble

In the outskirts of the city, near the five arches, in the place where the potters and the stray
cats live, weary steps crunched through old snow. Snatches of a sad drinking song were
carried from the harbour tavern on the icy wind, but otherwise it was quiet. The path to
Marianska skala clambered steadily uphill, and she had to stop and get her breath back. The
cold air stung her lungs and froze her fingers, and to top it all was that whispering wind,
relentlessly stripping away the last remnants of warmth through all the layers of clothing. On
the hilltop, where the path ended in a snowdrift, the stars illuminated the chapel and the frost-
coated cross with a twinkling blueish light. But Maria didn’t stop, she just slowed her pace,
her head bowed down towards the ground. She walked directly into the biting wind that
whistled across the plain towards the Elbe. It pushed Maria back as she fought for her life, for
every metre, every exhausted step. She was already standing above the escarpment when a
violent gust of wind finally brought her to her knees and rushed past to howl into the
mountains so as not to hear her words. “Holy Mary, Mother of God, for your mercy, for the
love of your son, please help me!” She shouted it for a long time, but only to herself, her
chapped lips barely moving. She thought of her own two elder sons and of Jan Michail and
her home in Upper Hungary. What had she found here? Apart from hard graft, only a grave
for little R6zi, a small hole in foreign soil where she had laid her dysentery-ravaged body a
month ago. And Zoltan? He had withdrawn into himself, just as she had; they were silent
together, isolated within themselves, drifting through their chores like lifeless shadows. Then
one day she felt a wave of nausea and had to dash out of the tent to throw up. Zoltan looked
at her in fear — that was how it had started with his little sister, and Maria knew this wasn’t
cholera. As yet there were no visible changes in her skinny body, but she was sure of it. After
all, it was what she had been dreading since that miserable day when it had all begun to fall
apart. That was why she was here now, kneeling in the snow at night, because she no longer
had the strength for another fight. She closed her eyes. She had lost, she knew that. Why
console herself with the thought that she’d been dealt a rotten hand from the start? The cold
no longer seemed as bad as it had when she resisted it — instead she felt a comforting heat,
and she relaxed and let herself be soothed by the slow process of forgetting. On the
riverbank she saw some figures and heard laughter, carefree and heartfelt. Effortlessly, she
rose and went towards them. She was barefoot, the soil warm against her soles, and she

breathed in the scent of rose blossoms with pleasure. “Rozalie!” she called aloud, because



there was a little girl playing in the grass and she looked just like Rézi — it was her, and there
stood Jan, and he had both his legs and was waving happily! There was a boat bobbing in
the reeds by the bank and on it, like a statue, a man in a loose shirt that went down to his
ankles, leaning on a pole. They'll be on the other side in no time, it's hardly any distance at
all, Maria said to herself with a smile. And then someone grabbed her by the shoulder.
Ziahlava appeared on the opposite bank, she almost didn’t recognize him, he had a kindly
expression but was shaking his head in disagreement. What of it? Maria felt that she had to
get to her loved-ones no matter what, so she climbed into the boat, when all of a sudden
someone jerked her shoulder again. “Mum! Mum!” That didn’t come from the opposite bank!
Where were they all and where was that boat with the man in it? “Mummy!” Dawn was
breaking. The crest of the hill, scraped back to bare rock, emerged from the greyish white
mist that was filling the whole valley. Maria struggled to open her eyes and then immediately
closed them again, dazzled by the first rays of the rising sun. She felt Zoltan’s arms around
her and then fell asleep or passed out. She came to in Camilla’s hut. Zoltan was asleep on
the floor by the fireplace. Still in his shoes, half-covered by a patched-up coat, he was lying
on the bare ground without a blanket, with just a piece of sacking in his hands in place of a
pillow, breathing soundly. He wasn’t even wakened by the draught when Camilla came
through the door, bent under a bundle of willow branches. With relief she let them fall to the
ground, and as she straightened up she smiled at Maria. She had meant to frown, to
reproach her, berate her if necessary, but she just couldn’t do it. Camilla had a woman’s
sharp eyes and could always put two and two together. It had been at her request that Fabio
had secretly sent a couple of dependable tight-lipped blokes round the neighbourhood to find
Riccardo, but they had returned empty-handed — the general consensus was that the
bastardo had long since fled to Saxony. Ever since Rozalie had died, Camilla had been
watching over Maria almost constantly — she always happened to be in the area, had brought
her a bit of supper or come to borrow a sewing kit. Maria’s sudden bouts of nausea hadn’t
escaped her either, and they worried her all the more. Yesterday, when she hadn’t been able
to find her anywhere, she had sought out Zoltan, who had been spending days sitting silently
by a hole in the ice with a rod. He set off with a grown-up look on a child’s face. She had no
idea where he was heading, but she waited all night till almost noon the next day, when
Zoltan and that lad who was always singing those sad songs by the arches, had pulled Maria
back on a sled, half-rigid with cold, along the frozen river Biela. She had sat down next to her

on the bed and stroked her hair. “It'll be all right, you'll see.”

“Have you got everything?” “Yes, | told you that already,” Zoltan replied impatiently to his
anxious mother. Bent over with a growing belly, she looked older than he remembered from

last year. Apart from clothes, a knife and a walking stick, a water bottle, a tinderbox and a



blanket, all he had was a carefully stashed stone spearhead, the one Luigi had found on the
riverbank in autumn. Since then it had been his most prized possession; he had put all his
claws, bird’s feathers and other treasures in Rozalie’s grave by her head. She had always
had her eye on them, especially the spotted feathers from woodpeckers. He should have
given them to her while she was still alive. His eyes roamed over the pit-house, searching for
anything else he might need. Even Maria had the impression the packing had gone awfully
quickly. Back home there had been a lot more in the way of preparations... She strained her
memory, clogged up with coal dust, and all the customs and traditions she remembered
suddenly struck her as foolish and naive. Then she was frightened by her own thoughts and
at least prayed to the Virgin Mary to protect Zoltan. Suddenly she tapped her finger on her
forehead and even smiled at how quickly a prayer can be answered. “Wait! | won’t let you go
without this,” she said, reaching into a money tin and taking out a silver earring wrapped in a
piece of cloth. “This is from your godfather, Juraj LépiS.” Having your ear pierced with a piece
of wire hurt like any transition from child to man, especially when it was done too early.
Saying goodbye wasn’t easy either, but they were to meet again in a year’s time. Zoltan had
been going to the port to scout for tinkers for about a month, ever since he had convinced his
mum he needed to start earning something. Now he was a dzarek, a tinker’'s apprentice, as

he was destined to be from the moment he was born in Kysuce.

He stepped out of the door right foot first and Maria, as if by accident, tipped a bucket of
water into his path. It seemed to Zoltan that the days and weeks just dragged slowly by one
after the other, weighed down by a series of new duties. The seasons, on the other hand,
flew by as if in competition with the birds. Spring brought flocks of starlings and larks, the
sedate silhouettes of storks and the aerial acrobatics of swallows. In summer they were
joined by recently hatched chicks, and soon afterwards whole families of birds were
assembling on the telegraph wires for their autumn journey, not caring who was trudging by
below them. All in all, it had been a pretty lean season for Miro and Kubin. Granted, they had
earned a little more than last year, but since they had got used to the dZarek taking care of
the jobs around the camp as well as lugging around their tools and coils of wire, and cooking
and getting hold of food and whatever else they might need, they had more time left for
drinking. They wended their way along the river Biela, a few days on the north bank and a
few days on the south bank, as the mood took them. The towns on the slopes of the rugged
hills were neat and tidy, the richly decorated facades of the brick houses looking down on the
wide, cobbled streets through large windows. As Miro, Kubin and Zoltan walked past by the
gleaming windows of shops, dressmakers’ and restaurants where contented Germans were
sitting with a beer warmer in their drink, they felt out of place. All those suits made of fine

fabrics, watch chains in the buttonholes of dark waistcoats and clean shoes alongside the



reflections of their own grease-stained, rumpled figures. They preferred to head to smaller,
more out-of-the-way villages, where they could expect to encounter thrifty farmers and
smallholders with cracked cabbage pots, women with their best cups missing a handle and
young boys with slingshots. The days were all alike. Unless they had been given a tip for
where to head next, they simply went wherever the wind took them along any route leading
west. The mountains and foothills were densely populated, and although they often
wandered off course, they could hardly get lost since they didn’t care where they were going.
They could tell they were approaching a village by the barking of dogs and the sounds of
work in the fields or woods, by the fruit trees and firmer paths. They would make themselves
a bit more presentable, tuck in their shirts, which they had been using to gather whatever
was growing to eat along the way, and Miro and Kubin would fill their pipes. Miro took the
lead. Apart from his walking stick and the blanket across his back, all he carried was a small
backpack adorned with the best they had to offer. As if his grey hair and heavy moustache,
lending him the dignity of an elder, together with the attractive wire supports for under pots
and irons, could enhance the credibility of this otherwise suspicious- and foreign-looking trio.
Behind him went Kubin, a slightly big-eared youngster with a cocky, self-confident smile and
a shifty look. It was his third trip out of Upper Hungary, and even after the first one he had
made himself out to be a man of the world, despite the fact that he hadn’t saved a single
kreuzer. Over a drink he would make up smutty stories from his travels, and when he got
near the bottom of the bottle he sang filthy songs. His role on these trips was twofold. He did
the talking, because Miro couldn’t shut him up anyway, and he did all the ordinary, simple
wire work. Even after a hundred repetitions, he didn’t develop any exceptional dexterity or
distinctive style, didn’t improve or create anything, but when he didn’t have to think about it
much, he did the job well. Zoltan went last, so as well as the weight of the toolkit he also had
to put up with attacks from children and dogs. Sometimes they went from cottage to cottage;
at other times they settled down under the trees in the village green and waited for someone
to come and look at what they were offering. Kubin had a sales pitch that no-one here
understood anyway, even though he tried to incorporate German words into it. The important
thing was to secure at least one or preferably two orders — that made their presence
somehow official, confirmed, even desired. Then the two tinkers could show off their skills
and convince the waverers and penny-pinchers. They worked directly on the ground and a
circle of curious onlookers often formed around them. When people gathered, that was
where Zoltan came in. Tools, wire, a piece of goatskin to go under their backsides — he had
everything prepared for his masters so there was nothing to stop them setting up shop with
ready-made products. They carried the more expensive pieces primarily to entice customers
— mainly kitchen utensils and mouse traps. In addition to the two basic types he was already

able to make by himself, he always put out the coil of wire on which he had stuck many



dozens of dried mouse and rat tails. This unusual trophy drew the boys first, the ones with
the slingshots tucked into their trousers and held in place by one of their braces. In the
meantime, Zoltan set up ten traps next to each other, and as soon as he had attracted
enough attention, he lifted up a thick piece of cord and stretched it over the traps so that it
was positioned above all of the springs. At that moment, he always unexpectedly raised his
gaze to the spectators and let go of the cord, almost as if by accident. The tenfold snap that
followed sometimes gave the onlookers such a fright that they jumped back abruptly.
Laughter. Zoltan would hold up the whole string of traps with a smile and take a bow as if he
had just finished a performance. Then he usually had to repeat the demonstration; often one
of the boys wanted to try it for himself, and in the end one of the older bystanders usually got
in on the act too. When things went well and there was the chink of a kreuzer or two, then the
good times could roll, but often the only person who showed up was a stooped old auntie
with a split lard tub in one hand and a loaf of bread in the other, while the stable boy who had
brought the leaky sieves would gesture to show that they could sleep in their barn in return.
But a place to spend the night was very important — it wasn’t much fun waking up in the
middle of a storm or fleeing from a gamekeeper. Under a roof there was also the chance of
breakfast, and sometimes they could offer to do some odd jobs and then try asking for some
schnapps, but money was money. When things didn’t go well and people were irritable
because of drought or rain, they would close the gates and spit in the dirt in front of the
tinkers. Then Miro and Kubin had to reach into the pocket in their wide belts and pay for
liquor out of what their families were waiting for at home, because that was the only way they
could endure the nights in wet overgrown spinneys and the yearning for their own dreams.
Zoltan experienced a period full of contradictions. Despite the hard graft, which also entailed
washing and mending his masters’ badly soiled clothes or drying their shoes, the life suited
him. They had enough to eat; in the countryside there was always more food than money.
Both Kubin and Miro soon noticed that Zoltan’s dark eyes, slightly narrowing at the corners,
were just as capable of being lively and merry as they were sombre or bashful, widened in
surprise one moment and resolute and unyielding the next, always according to the
circumstances but with the same result each time: that with childish innocence he would
succeed in bartering a pipe tamper or a potato masher for leftover goose with the dumplings
and sauerkraut thrown in. When he couldn’t trade, he foraged, hunted or stole. In the fields
he never even entertained the possibility that it was off limits, and the same went for a lane of
fruit trees; and a couple of times when necessity or the eternally grumpy Miro forced him up
over a fence and into a garden for some taters or a head of cabbage, he imagined as he
sneaked about that he was a Delaware warrior. But if he had been, Miro wouldn’t have
kicked him whenever he needed to give vent to his feelings, or when the liquor ran out...

Zoltan grimaced and slowly placed the eggs inside his shirt. They felt cool against the



bruises on his stomach. He was still kneeling in the chicken coop when he suddenly heard
rapid footsteps. Rushing towards him was a man in tall, shabby boots, worn smooth from
tens of kilometres walked behind a plough, and in his hand he held a whip. Just as Zoltan
was turning around and standing up, he came within range and so, instead of his back, the
whip cracked through the whole clutch of eggs. The second blow was more accurate, not to
mention the ones that followed. When Zoltan was no longer moving, the man wiped his whip
on the straw and locked the door to the henhouse from the outside. Zoltan slowly rolled over.
His shirt was stuck to his skin with eggs and blood. He waited. There was nothing happening
outside. He swiftly tried bracing against the clapboards from underneath. Everything hurt, but
he managed to dislodge two of them, followed by a third. He wriggled out like a cornered
weasel, carrying a hen in the remains of his shirt. However, along with the hen, he also
carried off hundreds of chicken mites, bloodthirsty little see-through beasties, as well as
several bloody weals that reminded him for the next few weeks that he was no Uncas, just a
common thief. What's more, he soon learned that his breadwinners were not the kindly
uncles from the village he had dreamt up in the spring when he was persuading his mum to
let him go with them. He learned not to draw attention to himself and to watch his back when
they’d had too much to drink, or when they had nothing to drink. He always got up earlier
than they did so he could get the fire and breakfast ready, but also so he could gain a little
time for himself. He made himself a wide belt from a piece of old calfskin he’d traded for ten
rats he’d caught, and in a small pocket on the inside he stashed every penny he’d managed
to earn. His only goal was to hand it all over to his mum before winter. When he thought of
her, and he did so often, he always pictured how delighted she would be. As soon as the
birds headed south, the tinkers turned towards home. They made faster progress because it

was no longer an unfamiliar route, just a poorer and hungrier one.

“There’s that valley where we went so badly off course a few months back,” declared Kubin
one morning. He was jigging up and down with the cold, blowing on his hands to warm them.
“Just beyond it there’s a place where we can spend the night and then there’ll be that village
where they promised us work during the apple harvest. It's not far now.” At last the day came
when they were met by a view of mining towers, the bark-beetle tangle of colliery sidings,
that whole soot-covered termite mound of shafts and mines. The last few nights, Zoltan had
been sleeping with one eye open. The two tinkers had been asking a lot of questions with
pretend mockery, especially when they were on the sauce, about how much he’d made from
his rat-catching. At the same time, he was troubled by their occasional talk about a lowlife
that no-one back home would miss, and by their coarse laughter. Zoltan never even
entertained the thought that there could be any significant change in store for him at home.

He decided not to think about it. He said goodbye to Miro politely and to Kubin as if he were



an obnoxious elder brother. He was anxious to be rid of them, but even so, when they asked
him as they were leaving if he was going to join them again in the spring, he nodded after a
moment’s hesitation. As night fell, a cold November wind swept across the land. Zoltan sat in
the damp, roofless dugout. The darkness seeped through the silence into his head,
swallowing up all his thoughts. He sat like that the whole of the second evening too; a survey
of the area had revealed to him that the whole camp had moved on a long time ago, perhaps
at the start of the summer. Tall weeds lay tangled, smothered by the runners of a blackberry
bush, and the nettles were brown and sodden and had begun to rot down by the roots, where
in spite of the approaching winter their little offspring were ready for the next year. Mum must
have stayed on for a long time by herself — he found several cobs of corn and mouldy slices
of dried fruit. Neither he nor Maria could read and write, but Zoltan was sure he would have
understood any symbol — he just had to find it. He wondered in vain and in desperation what
had happened to keep her from being here. If he had felt about sixteen yesterday, now he

was nine again and he was alone.

(...)



