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			For Simona, my best and bravest

		
	
		
			1

			Only one partisan does not stand when the sentry leads Greta into the camp. The daughter.

			Greta’s hair is still wet and limp from the climb up on to the plateau and she blows it away from her forehead. She dumps her pack between her legs and rests the rifle against it so that no metal part touches the forest floor.

			A half-circle forms. Expectant faces, trying to read her: a woman of eighteen, always shorter and slighter than people expect, in filthy tennis shoes. The Germans call her The Lady Death.

			Only the girl remains seated. She’s young, but she has the long legs already.

			The general, Laima, strides across the clearing, hauls the girl to her feet, steers her towards Greta. She holds her face with iron hands, forcing her to look at the newcomer. 

			‘Remember this day,’ Laima tells her daughter. ‘The day a queen came to live among us.’

			There is the hint of a lisp when the girl introduces herself. I am Morta.

			You could slide a five-Reichsmark piece into the gap between her front teeth. When she allows herself a rare smile, the canines are sharp.

			She was so happy, Laima tells Greta, as they eat together that evening. Just a grubby, happy pup, tumbling around the campfire with the little ones. The change came overnight, not long after her twelfth birthday.

			Greta can see the girl on the far side of the fire, alone at the edge of the circle of light. Morta has a compact mirror and a comb and is scraping at the knots in her fringe with the air of a saint enduring infinite suffering for some higher reward. The fawn’s legs under her, at awkward angles. She hasn’t worked out how to arrange them gracefully.

			‘This is the dangerous time,’ says Laima, between mouthfuls. ‘A bad time to be a beauty.’

			August 1944. The turn of the tide. Laima drags a stick through the ash to show borders and battlefronts, pokes at it to mark the towns. The wrecked world that is all around them, and the dead cities: Minsk, Vilnius, Warsaw.

			The Germans are retreating to the fatherland. They will abandon western Lithuania soon, but they will try to hold the port of Klaipėda for as long as they can. For the stragglers and refugees, Klaipėda is life.

			Three slashes in the white ash: the arrow from the east. The Soviet Army, probing, ravening. Panic precedes them. They are said to spare no one. Soldier, civilian, partisan. Man, woman, beast. They are promiscuous in their fury.

			‘Drunk on vengeance,’ says Laima, with a shiver. She gives Greta a keen look. ‘But you of all people must understand. The last of the Three Sisters. Blood cries out for blood.’

			‘I understand them,’ says Greta.

			‘Do you have any loved ones left?’

			Greta frowns, irritated. ‘Tell me how many more people are out here,’ she says. ‘How many woodland camps are there, in all? Who’s good? Who is reliable?’

			In the night, harsh whispers close by. A boy of perhaps fourteen is backing towards Greta as she lies hidden in a bundle among the leaves.

			He is gripping something with both hands. A Walther.

			Another lad is stalking towards him, defying the gun. This one might be a year older. He is unarmed but his fists are clenched. She can see his face in the moonlight, the reckless hatred in him.

			‘I swear I’ll do it,’ the boy with the pistol hisses. He is retreating from the raised fists, edging towards Greta. When he is one pace from her she snatches at his left ankle with both hands and upends him. She dives on top with a shout, pressing the gun into the soft leaves.

			There are curses all around as people snap awake. The sentry, Mindaugas, stamps on the fingers that hold the gun. When they uncurl he kicks it away, then drops his knee on to the boy’s belly.

			Mindaugas is about to stab a cocked fist into the young face when a word of command stills him instantly. Laima shoves the others out of the way, reaching down for the boy. She pulls him upright and wraps an arm round his shaking shoulders. She leads him away, sobbing, into the trees.

			Laima’s face is grim. Greta suddenly understands. The boys are fighting over her daughter.

			The dangerous time.

			Greta leads four men north, towards Tauragė and the main road to Prussia. It is spruce country, the air sultry and alive with biting insects. A green world older than mankind, upon which people have left no mark.

			There is the briefest of lulls between the waves – the last of the German occupiers and the first Russian scouts. A free Lithuania, for the life of a horsefly. They call at a farm in search of food and water but no one answers the knocks of the rifle butts. All doors are barred. The country is hunkered down, waiting.

			On the third day, a figure in field-grey, sitting straight-backed on a fallen birch.

			Observe, don’t engage. That was the order. But the men cannot overcome their curiosity, and they do not know Greta well enough yet to heed her advice.

			She bites her tongue, seething inwardly, insists on taking the lead while the others fan out. The man is as still as a corpse, his back to her. Greta approaches, walking toe to heel.

			The soldier is weaponless. There are no bird calls from the flanks to signal the presence of others. When she places her hand on the epaulette on the man’s shoulder, he looks stupidly at the bitten and broken nails, then blinks up at her face. The eyes refocus with great effort.

			He hails her in a language she does not recognize, then appears to remember where he is and switches to accented German. He is bleeding heavily from a wound in the lower abdomen. One sleeve has been torn from his jacket and the exposed skin is inhumanly pale. He raises the arm to show her.

			‘I am a blue man,’ he says. It is a joke. He is from the Blue Legion. A Spanish volunteer.

			Mindaugas and the youngest fighter have crept close now. They lower their rifles when they see the state of the prisoner. They whisper in Lithuanian as he talks, loudly, to no one: ‘I had an idea of what Europe should be.’

			‘We can’t carry him,’ says Mindaugas. ‘Can he walk?’

			‘Take him to a farmer,’ suggests the youngster. ‘Someone who will guard him. I have a medical kit. We can collect him on the way back. Laima will want him questioned properly.’

			They both glance at the seated figure as he raises his voice. ‘Europe without God. That is what we were fighting.’

			‘I could make a stretcher,’ says Mindaugas doubtfully. He is looking at tree branches and the fallen timber around them.

			Carefully, without snatching at the trigger, Greta shoots the Spaniard just behind the left ear.

			‘I told them to leave him alone,’ says Greta.

			‘And you were right.’ Laima brings her food. Mindaugas is checking the guard detail round the perimeter. The other men who returned with Greta will not sit by her side. She is hungry and accepts the morsels gratefully: black bread, ripe cheese and apples. Cold rations tonight. They cannot risk a fire.

			When they have both eaten and are patting themselves for cigarettes, Laima says: ‘Are you going to fertilize the forest with every enemy soldier you come across? Is this your cunning strategy?’

			‘If a man is in SS uniform, what am I supposed to do with him?’

			‘Find out what he knows. Use him. Make a trade.’

			‘You would exchange a man covered in swastikas?’

			‘That unarmed man did not kill your Sisters, Greta. Your Jewish girls won’t climb back into this world through the hole in his skull.’

			She studies Greta’s face closely, watches a violent shiver of anger pass over it. The lips are tight and bloodless. Laima nods in approval as the younger woman masters herself slowly, brings her features under control.

			‘Good. We need restraint, Greta. The Germans are finished, but we have a long war to fight after this one is over. We can’t afford to stop thinking. Hatred is not enough.’

			Laima raises a finger and makes a circle with it, indicating the camp around them, the men and women lounging in the last of the light. Everyone smokes to keep the insects off.

			‘There has to be more to us than hatred,’ she says.

			Laima has sent all the young people away except her daughter.

			Greta doesn’t see the girl for a week. She is out on reconnaissance at night and the girl is away from camp during the day, scouting, foraging, delivering messages. Morta is expected to do the work of an adult fighter.

			A day patrol comes across a staff car abandoned by the road under shellfire. Mindaugas finds the clutch bag under the passenger seat, taps it with a knuckle and sniffs. Black and glossy and strangely hard. Made of that stuff, he thinks. Bakelite.

			The bag is fleshy-red on the inside as it yawns open to reveal the ammunition of a German officer’s whore: lipstick and L’Oréal eyeliner. Cigarettes, French. No letters or documents. Mindaugas tosses the bag away in disgust.

			It lands at the girl’s feet, on the pockmarked road, between shell holes filling with rainwater. Only Mindaugas sees the effect the shiny thing has on Morta. He watches it disappear under her rough woollen coat.

			When they return that evening, he gives the usual order to pool the day’s booty – to surrender all items recovered. The girl hangs back and says nothing.

			Mindaugas touches Laima on the arm, an agonized expression on his face. He whispers his tale as the general eyes her daughter through the heat haze of the fire.

			Here is the bag now, stowed at the foot of Morta’s bed, under blankets. And in Laima’s hands, held aloft, as the general calls for the whole camp to assemble.

			The girl’s fair hair is long and smooth in her mother’s grasp. ‘Observe,’ says Laima. ‘The rules are for you, for me, for her. For our Lord and Saviour, should He come back to join us out here.’ The first slap echoes around the clearing.

			The second and third are done with the open palm. Then Laima switches to the back of her hand, tightening her grip on Morta’s hair. Crack. Crack. The girl’s knees are caving, but she refuses to cry out. The others flinch at the blows.

			‘For the RISEN,’ says Laima. Crack. ‘CHRIST HIMSELF.’

			September passes, and the Soviets reach the border of East Prussia. They have taken everything in Lithuania except Klaipėda and the open country around it.

			The woods are alive with evacuees from the eastern cities. Some join the partisans. Others rest for a night, accepting Laima’s hospitality before continuing their flight west.

			‘The best and brightest of us,’ says Laima, indicating a surgeon from Kaunas and his wife who are bedding down close to the fire.

			‘The people who can afford it,’ says Greta. ‘And the ones who made friends with the Germans.’

			‘Whoever is left will be at the mercy of the Soviets soon,’ says Laima. ‘Marshal Cherkezishvili is massing his forces outside Šiauliai. He will drive for the coast within a week. Two at the most. And it turns out …’ She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘It turns out that I’m a hypocritical sort of old crow. I sent all the other kids to any little farm that would take them. I want something safer for my own daughter. Can you believe it?’

			‘Of course. Morta is your only child.’

			‘A miracle! I was forty. There is a place for her at a school in France. Her stepbrother is in Danzig. If I can bring her to Klaipėda, Laisvūnas will take her the rest of the way. I can arrange the papers. But I don’t think …’ She spits. ‘Blast this filth. I don’t think I can get her through in time.’

			Greta swirls the last of her drink. It’s the chicory stuff they take from dead Germans. ‘Fine,’ she says.

			‘I don’t have the legs any more, my girl. Don’t have the sprichst du Deutsch.’

			‘I can pass as a native German,’ says Greta with a firm nod. ‘I’m the only one of us who can do it.’

			‘You understand that you will have to walk into a city full of them, and smile? Unbutton your blouse? Jawohl, mein Herr. No rough stuff. Greta?’

			‘I’m not suicidal. I’ll keep my temper.’

			‘You get this look in your eye sometimes. There’s a vein on your forehead that starts twitching.’

			‘Tell me the details before I change my mind.’

			Greta and Morta follow a green lane at first, hidden from view by steep banks on both sides. Greta forces the pace. They cover seven miles in the first two hours.

			Then they cross a place where an ancient people mined, the ground tortured and gashed with deep gullies.

			Greta leads them along the river that runs out of the earthworks, flowing south-west in a lazy way. They leap across at points where the banks pinch in close, trying to snip out loops of the river. Greta is thinking about dogs too. They are right on the line of contact.

			The girl follows her gamely, girding herself for the jumps, her long legs carrying her across easily. She does everything that is asked of her without a word of complaint. Her wide eyes are on Greta all the time.

			‘Were they really your sisters?’ asks Morta. ‘The other two who died?’

			‘We were very close friends.’

			The girl misses the warning note in Greta’s voice. ‘Everyone says you killed hundreds of Germans in revenge.’

			‘Nowhere near as many as that.’

			‘Were you on your own for a long time? Before you came to us?’

			‘Too long. I was a little crazy. It’s not good to be alone out here.’

			‘You are always looking for a new family,’ says the girl.

			‘Let’s save our breath for a while. There’s a long uphill section now. We’ll rest at the top.’

			Greta comes to a halt at the end of an escarpment, looking north-west in the direction of Klaipėda. The city and the sea beyond are under low cloud. The weather is coming in. Morta limps as she crests the ridge behind.

			‘Blisters? Let me look.’

			‘It’s nothing, Greta.’

			She makes the girl sit on a stump and unlaces her boots, kneeling. ‘You’ll live,’ she says, at length. ‘We won’t pierce them. I don’t want to waste a field dressing.’

			The girl is looking down at the sore, puckered skin doubtfully, blinking away tears. She’s red in the face, still breathing heavily from the climb. I’m pushing her too hard, thinks Greta.

			‘We’ll stay here for a while,’ she says. ‘Long marches and long rests – that’s the way. This life isn’t easy if you have the dainty feet of a ballerina. You need a pair of hoofs like mine.’

			The girl sniffs. ‘What are they like?’

			‘As hard as horn. Covered in fur. And warts.’ There it is, at last. A proper smile, like the sun coming out.

			‘You could be pretty if you wanted,’ says Morta, and Greta throws her head back. She laughs even harder when the girl’s face colours. It wasn’t supposed to be an insult.

			It’s not the time or place for a fire, but Greta sets a home-made candle inside a shallow German ration can. Beeswax burns hot, without smoke. The mess tin sits on the stove, the base turning black over the bright flame. The water will be hot enough for tea in twenty minutes.

			Morta returns, bearing handfuls of green needles.

			‘You’re still a city girl, aren’t you?’ Greta asks her.

			‘I grew up in Klaipėda. Why?’

			‘These are from a yew tree. You chose the only poisonous evergreen in the woods. Any of the others will do.’

			The girl’s face is desolate as she heads back down the slope. Be careful, thinks Greta. Or there will be more tears.

			When the tea is brewed, the scent is fresh and resinous. Greta can feel it clearing her sinuses. The girl sips quietly, looking into the middle distance.

			‘You won’t get this in France,’ says Greta. ‘It will be hot coffee and pastries for breakfast. Champagne every night, when you’re old enough.’ She nudges the girl’s arm.

			‘You’re trying to make me feel better,’ says Morta.

			‘It doesn’t matter about the tea, darling. We are not all creatures of the forest.’

			‘Trying to make me feel better about the fact that my mother hates me.’

			‘You must not say things like that! Everything she does is for you, Morta. Laima is desperate to keep you safe.’

			‘She can live without me. She isn’t sending you away.’

			The words are quiet but enunciated clearly. The girl scowls at the cup in her hand, looking exactly like her mother for a flash, then empties it on to the soil between her boots.

			‘I might not know about the types of trees and things like that,’ she says. ‘But I’m good with people. I know men.’

			‘Already? That’s against the rules.’

			It is supposed to be a gentle tease, but out loud the remark has a jeering quality that Greta did not intend. What’s the matter with me, she thinks. Why am I getting everything wrong?

			‘I’ve seen you sleeping with Mindaugas.’ The comeback is as quick and unexpected as a boxer’s jab. You hear the sibilance, the whistle through the gap in Morta’s teeth, when she is trying to be cruel.

			‘That’s different,’ says Greta, aware of the flush spreading across her face. ‘We curl up together to stay warm sometimes. We’re like …’

			‘Dogs,’ lisps the girl.

			‘Brother and sister,’ says Greta.

			‘They talk about you, you know.’

			‘The men? How exciting. My life is complete.’

			‘Not just the men.’

			Greta flings the last of her tea away, disliking it suddenly. Thin, greasy stuff. She tries not to let irritation show on her face. The child wears a studied look of polite innocence. Greta frowns past her, looking down the slope into the oak forest beyond. ‘All right,’ she growls. ‘What do the others say about me?’

			‘They hold strategy meetings when you are away from camp. They argue about you, about what to do next. The Germans have offered us guns.’

			‘How generous. Mouldy old rifles?’

			‘And heavier things. The stuff they can’t carry away with them. They want the partisans to attack the Russians in their … back garden.’

			‘In their rearguard. The Germans want to use us, in other words. To buy themselves time. What does your mother say about it?’

			‘That you would never agree to a deal with the Nazis.’

			‘I’m not in charge. Who cares what I think?’

			‘Haven’t you realized?’ The girl cannot contain it. The smile of triumph that has been building for a while.

			‘Stop playing games, Morta. You are too young.’

			‘Everyone is terrified of you!’

			Greta and Morta stay the night at a friendly farm near Judrėnai, two miles south of the Klaipėda road. They make an early start, leaving their rifles and most of the other gear behind.

			The going is quicker now, walking due west on macadam with light loads on their backs. But they feel exposed, peering into the low cloud cover and listening for aviation.

			The documents supplied by Laima are good enough for the first checkpoint on the road, manned by Slovaks – SS volunteers hardly older than Greta.

			The soldiers seem thrown into confusion by the arrival of two pretty blonde girls. Greta stares them down and parries their questions in imperious High German. They are sisters, she tells the men, heading for a reunion with their father. He is posted in the city? Ja. Ein Offizier.

			She lets the word drop with deliberate subtlety. She wants them to imagine the rank, the power, the consequences of obstruction or delay. The young men wave them through.

			It is a different story at the next post, a police station on the eastern outskirts of the city. These guards are older. A greying Untersturmführer with a Baltic German accent questions Greta thoroughly and sends their passes into an adjoining room for closer study.

			The officer sits and types while Greta and Morta stand waiting in the warmth of a wood-burning stove. There is a map on the wall showing the extent of the Reich before the Russian onslaught. Klaipėda is Memel. Lithuania is Ostland.

			The man at the desk has a pistol in a holster on his belt. A fountain pen with a sharp nib rests on the right side of the typewriter, aligned perfectly with the edge of the machine.

			He seems to feel Greta’s gaze on him and glances up at her. But his eyes flicker over to Morta, who is resting her head on Greta’s arm. A tremor runs through the young girl as she tries to suppress a whimper.

			Greta looks down and sees fat tears welling in Morta’s eyes. The German’s expression softens. He barks a command to his Storm Man in the next room and a voice calls out in answer. The passes are returned, stamped with the eagle.

			The yellow-brick railway station teems with people.

			Some of the refugees are in broad-brimmed hats and sleek coats, sitting on good cases. Many others are peasants in worsted jackets and caps. Some will be deserters, Greta guesses. Men who have done as she has: cast away their weapons and bought themselves counterfeit names.

			The windows of the waiting room are broken, the taps in the lavatories disconnected. The hubbub of voices dies as she picks her way back. Far to the east, the faint sound of aircraft engines. People are looking at the sky, shielding their eyes with their hands. Tired, drawn faces.

			Morta is sitting with her back to a wall, head bowed.

			‘Laisvūnas will come,’ says Greta, pinching her cheek. ‘Your brother will be here. I’m sure of it.’

			‘He’s not my real brother. And you don’t know him. You are assuming he’s a good person.’

			‘I’m assuming he won’t want to disappoint your mother, my darling. Lest she relieve him of his testicles.’

			A smile. The first since yesterday. Greta kneads Morta’s temples, watches her eyes close weakly. ‘Tell me about France again,’ the girl murmurs.

			‘I’ve never been, but I’ve seen it in films. Paris, and the south. It’s like heaven down there. The sea as warm as tea. All the smart people go there. The women in their summer dresses. Can you see it in your head?’

			‘I’m trying. I’m sitting at a café.’

			‘In a rattan chair. The waiters are in white, gliding around. The sand is yellow.’

			‘Come with me, Greta.’

			‘You know I can’t, Schatz.’

			‘I did what my mother said. I tried to be as brave as you. But it’s no good.’

			‘This can’t be Laisvūnas,’ says Greta.

			He was a fat slug of a schoolboy the last time they met, shrinking from Laima’s unsparing gaze. He must be in his early twenties now but he looks older, in fine navy tweed that drapes well over his long, thin frame.

			He is hurrying towards them from the north, almost outpacing the train coming in from the same direction, the first carriages sliding past him. A whistle sounds. All along the platform men are stirring, waiting for the surge towards the doors.

			But they make way for the tall young man. All eyes are on him as he passes. Is it the good suit or the actorly way he runs, displaying white teeth?

			Performing, thinks Greta. No. Advertising himself, like a salesman. A professional smile.

			Laisvūnas comes to a halt in front of Morta. His pocket square is the same shade of gold as his tie. He holds both hands out to the girl, beckoning, inviting. ‘Little sister,’ he says. ‘How long has it been?’

			Then everything is wrong.

			Morta squirming out of his embrace and clutching at her, Greta needing all her strength to prise the girl’s fingers from the lapels of her coat. ‘I’m sorry, Greta. For all the things I said. Stay with me. Don’t leave me. Please.’ 

			Laisvūnas flapping and fussing around them, reassuring Greta, stroking the girl’s hair and the girl recoiling from it. The hint of force as he places both hands on her shoulders. His fixed smile.

			The only words Greta can find are the wrong words. Her head is a swarm of urgent advice that she cannot articulate.

			‘Try to write,’ says Greta, stiffly. ‘Your mother will be worried.’ How wretched, she thinks. The voice of a schoolmistress or a maiden aunt, not a friend.

			Worst of all, at the end: the girl’s face. That last backward look as Laisvūnas shepherds her towards their carriage. The eyes are broad and liquid as they make a final plea. They narrow in accusation as Greta stays rooted to the spot by the yellow wall.

			The gap between them widens. Morta’s eyes downcast finally, under the long lashes, as she accepts it. Her betrayal.

			It would be wrong to say that Greta thinks of Morta often over the next seven years.

			There is little time to wallow in guilt during that perilous spell when the Soviets are tightening their grip on Lithuania. The partisans live like animals, in the burning moment. Another day that ends above the soil, in the glow of the campfire, is a gift beyond hope.

			But there are odd occasions when she hears the girl’s voice, like a murmur in her ear.

			The following August, a commercial traveller with good contacts in the port of Klaipėda drives out to them with a stack of Western newspapers. The guerrillas crowd around, rolling in their mouths the technical terms – radioactive elements, particles, kilotons – along with the strange names of the cities. Hi-ro-shi-ma.

			Laima is beside herself with glee, pacing up and down a stretch of forest path like a stage actress, clutching Greta’s face in her hands and squeezing. ‘Don’t you see? My little wolf! He will be shitting in his breeches now.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Stalin, you fool. The Western Allies will stand up to him at last. They will push him all the way back to Russia with this thing – with the mere threat of it.’

			Then they are hugging, Laima’s fingertips digging into Greta’s shoulders. From nowhere, Morta’s words come back to her, quiet but distinct. Mother can live without me. She isn’t sending you away. Greta frees herself gently from the embrace.

			The deportations begin in 1946, the year when Greta’s last blood relations are shot. She does not quite kill the Russian official who orders their deaths. Still, the reprisals are terrible.   

			She and others are forced to leave Lithuania, but there are offers from abroad now: bed, board and training. The West has begun to take an interest in the Baltic states at last, and there are opportunities for those who want to take the fight to the Soviets.

			What a disappointment it is: Greta’s first glimpse of the Free World. London’s grey skies and its grey people, with their air of permanent defeat, as though they had just lost the war.

			The far north of Britain, the home of Special Operations, is a second Siberia. The trainees drink every evening, in a draughty house called Swordland, to warm themselves and stave off loneliness. Greta shares half a bottle of single malt with one of the directing staff, a handsome older Swedish man, and they collapse on to her bed at the end of the evening.

			They lie in a tangle but do not pet each other. At first light she allows him to kiss her neck then puts a stop to it abruptly, sitting up and swinging her legs down from the bed.

			Morta again, or words they exchanged once. No men. Against the rules.

			The Swede rubs her back uncertainly. Greta fits the heels of her hands into her eye sockets and curses, regretting the drink and the broken sleep. A long, cold day lies ahead. Explosives, sabotage, radio communication. The handling of small boats out on Loch Morar, with the wind knifing the recruits and the yells of Royal Marine officers in their ears.

			The man withdraws his hand with a sigh. ‘Why do you have to be so hard, young miss?’

			Greta cannot keep away from Lithuania for long, even when ordered to leave for her own safety. The pangs of separation from the others are too much: violent twists in the stomach. The girl’s voice once more – as quiet and truthful as ever. You are always looking for a new family.

			And so the years revolve. Storm clouds over the plain in high summer, in the killing season. Black cars on their sides in green woods. A Party boss and his wife, hanging from the same bough, in curious symmetry: both are missing one shoe.

			There are always the safe houses and the cellars under farms and the fishing boats at midnight. Greta is on the run again when she hears the first reliable account of a Soviet nuclear test. She’s in Stockholm with her old instructor from Swordland, who now carries the rank of colonel in the Swedish Army. He turns up the wireless and translates the tricky vocabulary for her.

			‘It’s not just the bomb,’ he says when the bulletin has finished. ‘The Soviets are closing in on all the Baltic networks. I can show you the unedited intelligence if you like. I mean, perhaps Laima will hold out longer than the others. A year or two. Greta? Are you listening?’

			She is looking out into the brightness of his garden, at the screen of fir trees at the end. She can smell the needles.

			‘You can’t go back,’ he tells her. ‘It was a noble cause, but it’s all over now.’

			The artillery barrage ended more than five minutes ago, according to the cheap wristwatch that Greta no longer trusts. She stays stretched out on the floor of the hushed forest, feeling the damp soaking into her coarse clothes.

			The birds begin to sing again, tentatively. She can hear a snipe trilling to its mate with an odd, elegant call. Like ice cubes tinkling into a glass, thinks Greta, aware of a growing thirst.

			She pictures a tall, cold drink waiting for her. Bubbles and the scent of orange zest. A round table under a sun umbrella. A café on a broad avenue, with well-dressed people promenading past. Everything is sharp-edged in the pure light of the south.

			Stop daydreaming and get up, Greta tells herself. But there is another explosion, some way off, and she stays in position, the knot in her stomach tightening.

			With the fantasy – the warm Riviera of her imagination – comes the face of the girl she sent away to France. And a snatch of conversation she has been replaying in her head ever since she crossed into Lithuania.

			The Germans offered us guns. That was the secret Morta was bursting to reveal. It might have been yesterday. Greta can see the girl’s eyes, shining with excitement. A child who spent too much time around adults with her ears pricking.

			Not just rifles. The heavy things they couldn’t carry away. You were the problem. You would never agree to a deal with the Nazis.

			It’s true, thinks Greta. And without those heavy weapons, we never had a real chance. I brought us to this. I doomed us all.

			Enough of that! Machine guns crash into life far to the right, and the noise puts up every bird for miles around. You wretched wastrel, she tells herself. Lolling here when the fight is in the east. The main body of the enemy has been crawling down that edge of the forest. The sky heaves with panicked wings.

			Greta counts the bodies as she picks her way across the rough ground towards the sound of gunfire – five, six, seven – splayed in the bracken. One is a Red soldier posing as a local peasant in a coarse collarless shirt. His cap has fallen off. She turns him over to look at the face, already discoloured. There was a time many years ago when the sight of a corpse would make her sick. Now she searches his pockets for documents briskly, automatically, finding nothing. She wonders if she is still capable of shedding tears.

			Men in uniform, for the first time that day. NKVD – or whatever they are calling themselves now. Internal Troops. Filing down from the north-east, creeping towards her across a slight depression through waist-high ferns. They must be one hundred and fifty yards away.

			She puts her Mosin to her shoulder and cracks at them from behind a tree stump, watching them hurl themselves down. They are crawling back the way they came. Greta is in a good position. She will be able to hold up another small attack from that direction. For a while at least.

			As she is patting her pockets for ammunition, something scythes through the tree canopy above her with monstrous force. She drops and presses her cheek into moss. Everything flashes dark for an instant.

			Someone is speaking. ‘I’m alive.’ It is her own voice, too loud. Her ears are underwater. ‘Trench mortar,’ she says to herself. The back of her neck is caked with dirt and debris thrown up from the forest floor.

			Too punch-drunk to react, she watches them come again. The same patrol of enkevadisti, emboldened by the blast. To her right many others, further away but moving quickly in her direction. The forest shimmers with movement. She shakes her head and her fingers tighten round the rifle.

			Greta fires four clips of five rounds, and then there are no more. She moves backwards on knees and elbows until she feels the ground fall away and slides down a steep bank of earth. Her head is above the rim. The Soviets are stealing closer.

			She has slipped down a natural embankment, a line where the land has fallen or been eroded away. The sun comes slanting down on her through translucent leaves like a beacon, flashing on and off as the branches of a vast tree sway.

			After she has searched every pocket and is sure there are no bullets left, she shuts her eyes briefly and makes a decision. She turns round and shimmies down the wall of earth until she is sitting, facing away from the enemy, head below the parapet. She rests her rifle across her lap and scoops the grenade out of the left pocket of her overcoat.

			What better place than this for it to end? Under a spreading oak in the forest that gives us life. She must summon the strength now.

			A volley of rifle fire from above and behind, oddly muted. Her head is still ringing from the mortar. Men shout and curse. They are going to swarm her position.

			No more of this. It’s time.

			Time for the last grenade, the one the partisans save for themselves. A final round, or a cyanide tablet sewn into the shirt collar, will not do, because you will still be recognizable, and you can be sure that the servants of Stalin will take pains to identify your body.

			Then they will come for everyone you love, to torment and humiliate them. Rip them from their homes and steal their last possessions. Pack them into cattle wagons with nothing to drink for days. The guards hose the trains with dirty water at the stopping places. The children press their mouths to the gaps between the slats.

			She cups the grenade in both hands and bites on the pin. She will pull it out and press her mouth against the top so that teeth and facial features and fingerprints disappear in the same bursting ecstasy. She is going to obliterate herself along with whoever is close by.

			The gunfire pauses and booted feet drum across the ground, yards from her head. The earth trembles. Come to me, she urges silently. Crowd around. Let one be an officer.

			‘Bled.’ The obscenity is Russian in origin but yelled with an unmistakably Lithuanian inflection.

			She recognizes his voice as he flies over her head with five more on the far side, all leaping like deer, landing, stumbling, cursing, turning, throwing their upper bodies against the bank of earth at her back, slapping rifles on to the ledge of soil, firing, reloading, cursing again.

			He is yelling in her direction: ‘Get up and shoot, you daughter of a bitch.’ He only sees a huddled female shape, dressed like a partisan and cradling a rifle, cowering with her back to the ditch. It takes a second glance for him to realize that the woman is Greta. He watches her slide the grenade into her pocket.

			‘I don’t believe it,’ says Mindaugas. ‘You got through their lines. You came back to us.’

			Two men carry Laima to the pile of bracken fern while a third puts a sack of buckwheat groats down as a pillow.

			‘Forever fighting over me,’ she says. ‘You can all have a dance if you wait your turn.’

			They settle her head on the sack gently, as though handling explosives. One unlaces her boots. There is no room for Greta in the wooden hut. The ceiling is so low that you cannot walk upright. Night is falling.

			Laima calls out: ‘Where is that baggage? Stop groping me and find her.’

			‘I’m here,’ says Greta, from the doorway.

			‘I thought I could smell you. Have you been rolling around in horseshit? Is that the scent all the girls are wearing this season?’

			When the men make room for her, Greta sees that the old woman’s left eye is closed from swelling and that she cannot turn her head to look across the room with the right. There is something wrong with her neck. Finger-trails of dried blood run from a gash on the forehead, crossing the many parallel lines on her face. Particles of dirt and small stones are lodged in the grey hair roots round the cut.

			‘I’ll clean you up,’ Greta tells her.

			‘You will do no such thing. Give me your report.’

			‘I’ve been with Mindaugas. The bridge was still ours when I left. It’s deathly quiet out there.’

			‘There was talk of aircraft.’

			‘No. Not a mouse is stirring.’

			‘They can never do anything at night, can they?’

			‘No, Laima, they never can. We need to clean that wound.’

			‘Don’t you start pawing me. You are worse than these perverts. Are they still here?’

			‘Your guard dogs won’t leave you.’

			‘Tell them to clear out and give a poor old woman and a fool of a girl some privacy. They can smoke, but no fires.’

			After the men have left, Laima says: ‘So you held the bridge. Didn’t they try to rush you?’

			‘They got sick of it.’

			Greta can see the wide smile of malice, even in the growing darkness. ‘I know you killed more than the typhus. But they could bring up another division tomorrow.’ Laima shudders at the thought.

			‘I’ve been thinking. There’s a way we can blow the bridge without a blasting charge. I can do it just as they are coming across. What did you say?’

			‘I said we’re pulling the shutters down, my best girl. Closing the shop for a while.’

			Greta is on one knee. She sweeps her cap off her head and smooths her hair. The men are smoking outside. The smell seeps under the blanket across the doorway.

			‘You shouldn’t be here, Laima. You are supposed to be in the city, deciding our strategy, not out in the trenches. Any of us would have given our lives to keep you safe. Why did you come to the woods?’

			‘For the same reason you came back, when you heard things were going bad. Because you wanted to be with your loved ones at the end.’

			‘We need to do something with that cut. One of these boyfriends of yours must have a bandage …’

			‘Stay where you are! Don’t you dare touch my head. I need to look as bad as possible.’

			‘It will become infected.’

			‘So much the better. A fever buys us all time. The Muscovites will have to go easy on me for a few days.’

			She is searching for Greta’s face with her good eye, but the young woman’s head is bowed. The room smells of cut peat and unwashed bodies and tobacco.

			‘I have made a decision,’ says Laima. ‘No one dies tomorrow. A few will remain posted around the bridge – the ones who cannot walk. But the Bolsheviks will not know that. They still fear our rifles and our sharp eyes. Shortly after daybreak someone will walk out waving a white shirt.’

			‘Jesus and Mary.’

			‘They will want to take me alive, to extract everything I carry in my head. That means a ceasefire. They know I will fall on a grenade if they do not handle things delicately. While we are wrangling over the details, the young and strong slip through the net. You will be among them.’

			‘People like me should stay. The unmarried. Orphans. It’s not fair on the ones with families.’

			‘Come. Come to me. Yes. Yes, my child.’ Greta’s face is pressed into Laima’s shoulder as the old woman strokes her hair.

			‘I know that you came back here to die. I am ordering you to live.’ Laima takes Greta’s face in both her hands. She has found some strength. ‘I have a job for you. You speak French.’

			‘Only a little.’

			‘Don’t be tiresome. I remember the things people tell me. Your glamorous neighbour spoke to you in German as a child. The fine Viennese lady who treated you like a third daughter. When she hired a French governess for her girls, you joined in those lessons. You were the best pupil.’

			‘I never said that.’

			‘You did not need to. I never met your neighbour, your Jewess, but I understand her perfectly. She saw a spark in you.’ Laima lets her hands fall from Greta’s cheekbones and takes hold of one of the younger woman’s wrists. ‘I want you to go to Paris.’

			Greta repeats the name of the French capital then gives in to a coughing fit, as though all the smoke from the nervous huddle outside has blown into the hut in one great cloud and attacked her lungs.

			‘You exhaust me,’ says Laima. ‘I can’t spend the whole night hammering things into your thick Samogitian head. Listen carefully. We are finished here. We have been betrayed.’

			Greta sinks on to both knees, turning the last word over in her head. She wipes her brow with the dirty sleeve of her coat. ‘Moscow knows what we are going to do before we do it,’ she says sadly. ‘It’s the same story in all the Baltic states.’

			‘It is the fate of every organization that has received help from British intelligence. You are not shocked.’

			‘You’re not the first to say it. Someone in London has sold us to Stalin.’

			‘I cannot be sure. But I dare not go to St James’s Park for help now. Stay away from the British, Greta, until we find out more. Go to France instead. They will uproot us here, and the next few months will be terrible. So, I plant a seed somewhere else. My best, my bravest.’

			‘That shouldn’t be me. I’ve made so many mistakes.’

			‘Don’t be tiresome. Be quiet and listen. Paris is where all the Lithuanian exiles live. The White Russian émigrés too – the tsar’s men, who curse the name Stalin. The French have about a thousand intelligence agencies, who fight each other like cats. A man called Balard stands above them all.’

			‘Balard?’

			‘A great hero of the fight against the Germans. They know what it is to resist an occupation in France. You must make alliances with anyone who can help us rebuild our business. It may be that you find help in strange places. Try to keep an open mind. We need friends, money and guns. What is the matter with you?’

			‘This is all my fault. You wanted to accept help from the Germans, all those years ago. You knew I wouldn’t listen. Now we can’t defend ourselves.’

			‘Like all young people, you carry a vastly exaggerated sense of your own importance.’

			‘I know I have the head of a mule,’ says Greta miserably.

			‘But you are young enough to learn. Whatever has been done can be put right. Now pull yourself together. Eat, then leave before the sun rises. Go to my apartment in Klaipėda first.’

			Laima finishes the instructions then makes Greta repeat the whole sequence twice, interrupting to question her on all the details. There is a long pause.

			‘You are wasting time, Greta.’

			‘My general. I have never refused a command from you. But I left all my friends behind at the bridge. Mindaugas saved my life.’

			No anger shows on the old woman’s face, to Greta’s surprise. But when she rises to her feet, the grip on her wrist suddenly becomes savagely tight.

			‘There is something else. Another reason why I cannot die, and why you must do this thing for me. It has been seven years since you placed my daughter on that train.’

			‘It can’t be that long.’

			‘Count the years on your fingers if you must. It was 1944, a week before the Russians entered Klaipėda. Can you recall her face?’

			‘Of course.’ The girl Greta pictures is unsmiling and defiant. Beautiful, and all too aware of it. The gap between the teeth. ‘Morta.’

			Laima echoes the name. Her black fingernails uncurl from Greta’s wrist and her head subsides on to the rough sackcloth. All the old woman’s strength drains out of her in a long sigh.

			‘The last address she gave was false.’ The voice that rises from the green bed is different, weaker now. Both Laima’s eyes are closed. Her skin appears translucent in the near-darkness. Greta saw it when the men carried her in and laid her down without effort: there is almost nothing left of her.

			‘My girl,’ says Laima. ‘Someone has taken my little girl.’
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			Lucien Fazi, twenty-two but feeling centuries older, does not stand when the guard yells the name Balard.

			He sits in the room above the hospital wing, hands cuffed in front of his body, as the three visitors from Paris are ushered inside.

			The white man who enters first is tall. The Indochinese men are younger and much smaller in stature, but broad-shouldered and powerful. They stare at Lucien boldly, with a restless energy.

			One of the native men goes to the window and peers out over the wall of the military prison. You can see one of the lakes of Hanoi from here, and the Red River beyond it. The other Indochinese man plants himself by the door. The tall Frenchman takes the chair on the other side of the table. They all hear the guard turn the key in the lock from the outside. He is supposed to stay in the room at all times, but the regulations do not apply to such callers.

			Lucien is in fatigues, the long-sleeved shirt stained and creased but with the collar and cuffs buttoned. He looks at the man sitting opposite through half-closed lids. The residual warmth of last night’s smoke is keeping the throbbing discomfort from his eyes and bruised ribs at bay. He is aware of the pain but can still tune it out at will. That will change in a few hours.

			‘You have been fighting,’ says Monsieur Balard. The man is a civilian, with no rank. He has a long jaw like a dog, covered in grey and black bristles.

			‘So?’

			‘There are boxing matches in the yard every afternoon.’

			Lucien shrugs his shoulders.

			‘Does one fight for money, or was this a matter of honour?’

			‘Exercise. Those don’t open.’ He says these words to the Indochinese man who is standing by the window, fiddling with the bolts. The air in the room is as thick and humid as a glasshouse.

			‘A Moroccan caporal-chef,’ says the Frenchman. ‘Has been trying to goad you into single combat for some time. As the only white officer in this establishment, you have been rising above these provocations. Yesterday the gentleman went too far. He insulted France, did he not?’

			‘It was a joke,’ says Lucien.

			‘Several guards saw the incident. This Arab waved a white rag in your face and asked you what it was.’

			‘A joke,’ says Lucien.

			‘The new flag of France,’ says the older man. ‘A white flag.’ He looks very sombre for a moment, then gives a shout of laughter as he fishes in his jacket pocket. It’s a good suit, thinks Lucien, but not too showy. Linen with some silk, he guesses, from the way it catches the light.

			‘A very old joke,’ says Balard. ‘But you are sensitive about such jibes. I am the same. Wait.’ He is proffering a packet of Caporals. When Lucien’s cuffed hands reach out to take one, Balard’s long fingers grip the red, distended knuckles of the right hand and squeeze them. Lucien cries out in pain.

			‘You box each other down in the yard, without gloves,’ says Balard. ‘Sooner or later the knuckles will split. Or the small bones in the hand break. Then you cannot protect yourself from Moroccan separatists or their friends. Go ahead. Take a few.’

			Balard leaves the soft pack on the table between them. There is silence for half an inch of cigarette. Then Lucien says: ‘I told them I would admit everything and keep my mouth shut if they let me serve the sentence in Corsica. It will save you trouble. France, I mean. It will save France time and money.’

			Monsieur Balard smiles. ‘You flatter yourself. Do you suppose I have flown all the way out here to deal with a legal case against a single rogue officer?’

			‘I wouldn’t know. But it has to be Corsica. That’s the deal.’

			‘A tough young man like you, so misty-eyed with homesickness?’

			‘My mother is dying.’

			Balard exchanges a glance with the man at the window, then leans back in his chair and drums his fingers on the tabletop. ‘I have many other errands to run in Hanoi, and Mr Trinh here has six children to visit. If you want to see your mother before the end, answer promptly and truthfully. When did you first come to Indochina?’

			‘1947.’

			‘And did you follow the events unfolding at home at that time?’

			‘Only what I happened to read. We get the Paris editions a day late.’

			‘The truth was worse than anything reported in the newspapers. I believed I was watching the fall of France for a second time.’

			‘I wouldn’t know about any of that,’ says Lucien. ‘I lost interest in politics when De Gaulle resigned. None of those other characters were fit to clean his boots. I couldn’t wait to get away from it all and come out here.’

			‘My duty lay in Paris. It was like 1940 again. The end of everything. First a Jew in the Élysée! Then Red agitators everywhere. The eyes of Stalin following me from a hundred banners. I scurried through those streets with a pistol in my pocket. The police had surrendered control to the mob. I thought of you, above all else.’

			‘Me?’ Lucien coughs out smoke and raises a damaged fist to his mouth.

			‘Men like you. The ones out here in Indochina. The best of us. Good soldiers, crushing Communists like cockroaches. I feared you would all return home to find the parasites had taken over France while you were looking the other way. It could still happen. Do you understand? But it will happen over my corpse. I am in the market for men who feel the same way.’

			Lucien lays the cigarette in the groove of the metal tray. Mr Trinh has moved to the other side of the window, three steps closer to the handcuffed prisoner. Balard reaches across the table with index finger extended and taps one of Lucien’s knuckles, making him wince.

			‘I need these fists. The Fourth Republic is four years old, and the early years are the most dangerous. The Republic needs protecting from those who would strangle it in its infancy. I need your brain too, and your eyes. I may say that your surname is also useful to me.’

			‘Fazi,’ says Lucien automatically.

			‘Your cousin’s ankles are getting too big for his boots.’

			‘Paul.’

			‘Monsieur Paul is not like us. He does not understand loyalty to one’s country.’

			‘He tells me he’s a patriot.’

			‘Ha! Your cousin has begun to work directly for the Americans. He wants to build a personal empire to rival the French Union. What is the meaning of that look on your face?’

			‘There were times, monsieur, when France needed the milieu.’

			‘Ah. It is true that we had to cut corners in the struggle against Germany. My profession was obliged to do business with the likes of your cousin then. We all had to learn to speak a little Corsican, if you will. Things are different now. Men like Paul Fazi need to be watched.’

			‘I’ve fallen out with him,’ says Lucien stiffly.

			Laughter erupts from Balard. The other men join in. ‘You state the obvious, I am afraid. If you were still under your cousin’s protection, young man, you would not be rotting in this place. The charges against you would have mysteriously evaporated by now, no doubt.’

			Lucien doesn’t like the laughter. He frowns as he takes a last drag, then kills the cigarette end. ‘Exactly. Paul and I are no longer friends. So I’m no use to you, monsieur.’

			‘How long does your mother have left, Lucien?’

			He swallows, despite himself. It is hard to enunciate the words. ‘Weeks. A month.’

			‘You will be back in Corsica in five days, exonerated by the army. Then you and Paul will patch things up. I do not know what caused you to fall out. Whatever it was, you will just have to eat it for now.’

			‘For now,’ says Lucien, sulkily.

			‘Do not misunderstand me, young man. If you follow me out of this room, it will be as a guard dog of the Fourth Republic. You bite when I say bite. If I snap my fingers, you lie down.’

			Balard has not raised his voice, but Lucien finds that he cannot meet the tall man’s gaze. He reaches for the Caporals for something to do with his hands.

			‘You and Paul will carry your mother’s coffin together. Yes, together. Afterwards, you will sit side by side at the feast. You will offer Paul your hand and he will welcome you back into the family. Your cousin will see the same qualities in you that I see. I am not the only one who can make use of a strong pair of hands, Lucien.’

			Balard places his fingers on Lucien’s knuckles again, but lightly, not with the intention of causing pain. Behind him, the Indochinese man who was hovering at the door has drifted towards the table, as though listening keenly for the prisoner’s answer.

			‘A clean record?’ says Lucien.

			‘All charges dropped.’

			‘So I can come back here, eventually? When you’ve finished with me?’

			‘You could return to Indochina in high style. Choose your own rank. I know you are angry about the way things are being conducted. A man like you could turn this place upside down. Perhaps we might alter the course of the war together. But for now, I need you to focus on the task in hand.’

			‘You want me to watch Paul.’

			‘Get close to him. Do what you do best: learn. You will be my eyes and ears inside the milieu, Lucien. My fists, later, if that becomes necessary. But I think … look at me. Yes. I believe we will need to clean you up first if you are going to survive in that world.’

			Balard’s fingers seize Lucien’s wrists, just below the iron bracelets, with a stronger grip than any man of sixty has a right to exert.

			A constrictor takes Lucien’s neck at the same instant. He tries to arch his back and force himself to his feet, but Mr Trinh is leaning all his bodyweight on to the seated man as he tightens the stranglehold.

			Lucien tries to shout an obscenity, but the sound is choked off. He can feel the trapped blood in his face and neck. Now Balard has both hands round his right wrist. His left is tied up too.

			Then he is aware of skilful fingers undoing the buttons of his left shirt cuff. The other Indochinese man is hiking up the sleeve.

			The Moor’s Head slides into view on the left forearm. A thick-lipped face in boot-polish-black against Lucien’s sunburnt skin. A gleam of gold from the hoop in the Moor’s ear. It is the old design, the white rag covering the eyes in a blindfold. Clever fingers trace the outline as they make their way up his arm.

			Lucien’s ears are full of blood. Balard’s voice sounds far away. ‘No needle marks. Excellent. What about the pupils?’

			Then fingers are pulling his eyelids apart and two pairs of brown eyes are boring into the heart of him. They are searching for traces of opium. His mouth is wide open, but no sound emerges.

			The three visitors let Lucien go at the same time. He jumps up, turning the chair over, and raises his fists, brandishing the swollen knuckles. Mr Trinh darts away to join the men on the far side of the table. Balard is on his feet, smiling grimly at Lucien, the others flanking him.

			‘I am still not sure,’ Balard says, in answer to a question Lucien does not hear. His ears are roaring and he is panting hard.

			Trinh says something in a language Lucien does not recognize.

			‘I hope so,’ replies Balard in French. ‘For his sake. A sick dog gets a bullet in the head. There is no such kindness for an addict. Not in their world.’

			Lucien is yanking his sleeves back down awkwardly, stretching the chain that links the handcuffs, covering the tattooed arm first.

			‘Are you listening?’ asks Balard. ‘If you join the milieu, young man, you had better be clean, or they will bury you next to your mother. They may not wait until you are dead.’
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			Friendship, money and guns, thinks Greta. And the first is the most important. The general, thankfully, has many friends.

			A farmer drives Greta from the western edge of the forest to the suburbs of Klaipėda, hiding her behind shuddering crates of eggs.

			In the tenement flat Laima keeps under a false name, a bundle of letters is waiting for Greta in a hollow Bible.

			The old woman who looks after the place leads her to a workers’ canteen where the most notorious black marketeer in the city is hunched over a chess opening.

			This man walks her through the security post at the entrance to the port for the price of a bottle of home-made, then hands her over to a merchant navy captain with the lilting accent of the Suvalkija region.

			She can hear his voice outside the door of her cabin now. ‘Friend,’ he says.

			All the money she has is on the bed next to her. Two thousand deutschmarks. She will receive eight thousand more when the ship arrives in Germany. She throws the roll of banknotes into her satchel and paces across the cabin.

			Three knocks on the door, a pause, then four more, as arranged. Greta opens it a crack, out of instinct, then throws it wide with a little laugh at herself. As if there is anything I could do, she thinks. I’m unarmed. Not even a penknife.

			The man from Suvalkija has brought kefiras – a last taste of home, sharp and refreshing – and good German Juno cigarettes. His final gift is a cast-off left by the last female passenger to use the clandestine route out of Lithuania: a tube of lipstick the same size and shape as a 7.62mm rifle cartridge.

			He holds his cap in both hands, standing before her like a soldier waiting to be dismissed. All the crew are in full uniform because they are approaching the port of Kiel.

			‘Lübeck is closer,’ he tells her. ‘But no good for us. Right on the east–west line. Too many checks. Maybe they board and search us. We go all the way up instead.’ He whistles and draws the route in the air with a finger. Nice and easy. Friendly people.

			When he returns to the wheelhouse, she washes her face in the handbasin in the corner of the cabin and applies lipstick carefully. The floor shudders from the vibration of the engine and the hull flexing against the black Baltic Sea. The lights of Kiel are coming into view through the porthole.

			The lipstick forms a red bullseye in the middle of her face as she pouts into the mirror above the basin, her gaze darting and critical. The blonde mop, washed in miserable hand soap, sits on top wrapped in a towel.

			The eyes below are an arresting shade of green. Enough men have told her that, over the years. What else do they claim to find in her face, on a good day? Sharp cheekbones. Mischief, and a feline quality.

			There is not a lot of evidence of any of that tonight, she reflects. The life of the forest has given her a hunted look.

			The captain dismisses the crew soon after they dock. When he knocks at Greta’s door again, he has swapped his uniform for a pea coat and black woollen skullcap. The deck is deserted.

			The skiff is tied to the stern on the port side so that the body of the ship hides it from eyes on the shore. The shipping lanes are closed now, and the customs officials have shut up shop.

			He rows the first part while she squats in the bow, her collar up against the wind that scuds over the water with the promise of winter in it. At the halfway point, he risks some noise. He puts up the oars and yanks the outboard motor into life and they bump over the swell towards the western shore, where tall houses loom out of darkness.

			She will walk south from here, keeping the sea on her left. He has told her where to go: a cellar bar that stays open all night. ‘A place where a beautiful woman on her own will not be bothered by men,’ he says with a wink.

			He mutters instructions to himself as the boat nudges the concrete seafront. She might have found his accent comical in happier times. He helps her climb out and throws up her things in a sailor’s bag – a parting gift.

			When she thanks him, he is suddenly wretched: close to tears. He has taken off the cap and is raking his hair with the fingers of both hands. ‘I’ve done nothing.’ There is always this: the guilt, at these moments. It’s how the good ones feel.

			‘You have played your part. And when we look back and write this chapter, as a nation, your name will be in it.’

			He looks up at her eagerly. ‘I’m getting more out next week.’

			‘No details. And don’t tell them anything about me.’ Her coat is heavy, too big for her. She is in tennis shoes that do not match the rest of her clothes. She heaves the kitbag on to her shoulder and looks south along the shoreline towards the lights of the city. When she turns back his eyes are still on her, earnest and probing in the darkness.

			‘Forget you ever heard the name Greta,’ she tells him.

			The bar runs down one side of the underground room; and there are four booths along the opposite wall and wooden barrels standing on end in the wide space in between. Men rest their glasses on the barrelheads and prop their elbows on the rims when they want to lean close to one another.

			A stout, foul-mouthed woman with strawberry candyfloss hair pours a beer and flicks off the foam with a silver dinner knife. She winks at Greta and smiles at her good German and asks if she is from Austria.

			Some of the men are sailors, while others wear civilian clothes. They all seem overdressed for a dark cellar in the early hours of the morning. The captain was right: none of the men drift over to the end booth where she sits alone. Their eyes pass over her quickly.

			Greta understands with a jolt: the bar is a venue for homosexuals. She has heard of such places but has no experience of them. She laughs out loud at her own naïvety, and at the absurdity of the situation. That the first place she walks into should be a perfect symbol of the decadence of the West. A bureau of Soviet propagandists could not have arranged it better. Their piety is nonsense, of course. There must be men like this back on the other side – in Klaipėda or Gdańsk or Petersburg. Sailors with a taste for their own kind, looking to slake their thirst.

			The pink halo of hair emerges from behind the bar and begins its hunt for empty glasses. The barmaid is accosted by a sailor who wants to waltz with her. She indulges him for a few steps then shoves him away with a volley of obscenities.

			The woman is called Heike. She is going to guess again. She is sure that Greta is from Hungary. Really not? Greta is certainly beautiful enough. Heike used to share a room with a girl from Budapest.

			If Greta is not meeting anyone, there is a kind of library in the corner. She can stay all night if she buys another beer. It should be more, but Heike will waive the usual spending requirements. She winks again.

			The books have been left by other travellers passing through. Greta snatches up a German–French dictionary and sits alone in the last booth, flicking through it, switching from Lithuanian to German to French and filling in the many gaps in her vocabulary.

			She is playing out an imaginary conversation in her head when the vastness of the task ahead hits her. Friends, money, guns – and the girl. And the girl.

			When the crowd of drinkers has thinned out and she is sure no one will bother her, she takes out the letters and spreads them on the table.

			It was my idea, thinks Greta. It was the last thing I said to Morta at the railway station: write to your mother. We’ll get the letters through, somehow. And the girl listened. Or someone did.

			There are thirteen letters in all, pressed together in a fat bundle with a red rubber band round it. Read them in order, Laima told her.

			You will understand my fears. I do not believe my daughter is among friends. Morta is lost, as so many children became lost in the world war. How could I have sent her away? I do not deserve to be a mother.

			You were forced to become a parent to a whole movement. It was safer for Morta in France. You did what you thought was best for her. I would have done the same.

			She was an only child, Greta, like you. She begged God for a sister. But it was too late for me to have another. I can hear her now in a lonely room somewhere, still praying.

			But she is not alone. Laisvūnas travelled to France with Morta. Her stepbrother.

			Not worth the name! You will meet him in Germany. Be on your guard.

			Don’t try to sit up, Laima. You must rest now.

			Do this thing for me! Be a sister to Morta, as you were to your Jewish girls. The best kind of sister. The one who comes for us, Greta, when we need her the most. The big sister we all pray for.

			The most recent letter is the one Greta lingers over longest. It was sent to Laima just over a year ago, on the occasion of Morta’s eighteenth birthday. The handwriting is consistent with all the others, but the tone is very different, as florid and dramatic as the earliest ones were simple and heartfelt.

			The news related in the letter is too good to be true. Morta is living with a family in the Champagne region. A photograph of a grand house is enclosed, but there are no photographs of the people the girl describes.

			They treat her more like an adopted daughter than a lodger, she says. They are politically active, fascinated by the girl’s past and sympathetic to the rebels in Lithuania. They have money, she hints.

			Morta is embarrassed that she cannot tell these friendly, generous people more about her family’s role in the struggle against the Soviets. She is ashamed of herself, too, for not taking up a rifle.

			She yearns to return, now that she is of age, and place herself under her mother’s command again. But how would a young woman go about smuggling herself back to the east? And where should she go, once inside Lithuania? Can Laima reply with a list of contacts who may be able to help?

			The girl can’t be that stupid, thinks Greta. Not at eighteen. As if her mother would ever commit

			I long to throw my arms around you, my mother, and kiss your tears away, feeling the bitterness of the years of our parting dissolve in an instant, so that every hard thing we have lived through suddenly seems as unreal as a dream.
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