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‘As the sun sets and hills grow dark,

as the birdsong ends and fields fall silent,

as the people laugh and take their rest,

I watch.

My heart hurries

to the twilit gardens of Ukraine.’

Taras Shevchenko
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Chapter 1

A hundred kilometres from occupied Kiev, lost in the snowdrifts and evergreen pines, a freight train crawled through the Ukrainian countryside, carrying Lisa Smirnova to a certain death. As she huddled in the corner, feet numb and hands trembling, she could feel other bodies pressing into her with every motion of the train, enveloping her in a putrid cloud of sweat, urine and worse. Her face damp with tears, she thought of her family, who would never know what had happened to her. She thought of her life before the war, of sunshine and happiness, gone without a trace. But most of all, she thought of a small sandwich she had left on the kitchen table of her communal apartment that morning. She had prepared the sandwich lovingly out of some stale bread and a smear of butter she’d managed to find at the market. Having forgotten what butter looked, smelt and tasted like after a year and a half of occupation, she had been more than happy to part with the silver bracelet her father had given to her for her eighteenth birthday just to hold the tiny white ball in her hands. To Lisa, it was more than dinner for one night. The butter was a sign. God had sent this miracle her way to tell her she no longer had anything to fear.

But, of course, there was plenty to fear and now the sandwich remained in the kitchen in plain sight of her neighbours. How long before someone noticed it and claimed it for their own? Not that it mattered, because Lisa wasn’t coming back. As she stared into darkness that was alive with sound – groans, sobs and occasional laughter – she berated herself for being so short-sighted. She should have devoured the butter right there, at the market, instead of taking it home and trying to pretend she was a regular girl living a regular life in a place that hadn’t been twisted and torn by Hitler’s Army Group South. At the very least, she should have hidden the sandwich in her pocket when she heard the hated Nazis knocking on the door of the apartment she shared with five other people, young and afraid, just like herself. Had she done that, she wouldn’t be so mind-numbingly hungry right now. Everything looked different on a full stomach. Maybe if she’d eaten the sandwich, the future wouldn’t appear so grim to Lisa.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, she repeated to herself to the chug-chug-chug of the train as it carried her away from home, from everything and everyone she loved; the streets of her childhood; the happy memories; her parents, brothers and sister.

Lisa had always thought she was meant for great things. Ever since she was a little girl, her father had told her she was his little princess, and she believed him. He told her she could do anything she wanted, be anything she wanted. And she believed him. And then, on the 22nd of June 1941, the day Hitler bombed Kiev for the first time, everything had changed.

War was the last thing she’d expected as she was finishing school and preparing for university and the rest of her life. In a matter of weeks, her grandmother, her best friend and her fiancé had been killed by the Nazis. Her beloved papa was gone, lost in a prison camp somewhere. And here she was, on a train of death, too scared to even think about what the rest of her life would look like.

Lisa closed her eyes, wishing she was as far away from here as possible. In her old bedroom, perhaps, eating an ice cream and reading a book. Not a serious book her older sister preferred, like War and Peace or The Count of Monte-Cristo, but a romance, light-hearted and hopeful, or her favourite poems by Pushkin and Lermontov that never failed to make her heart soar because there was hope and anguish and love in every line, in every word. She wished she was on the bank of the mighty Dnieper, swimming with her sister and brothers, splashing in the water with the careless abandon of a childhood barely gone.

The train had no windows and she couldn’t see the places they were passing, couldn’t see her old life as it faded away, perhaps forever. All she could do was imagine the majestic woods as they gave way to villages, burnt out and abandoned, the town squares and people haggling for food. Exhausted, she wanted to sit down but there was no space, with people packed like wood into the narrow carriage. Instead, she was forced to stand in the dark, shivering in her threadbare coat and old woolly hat. What wouldn’t she give to feel warm! With the train moving and the wind howling outside, the icy air seeped through every nook and cranny, and the cold was almost as fierce as the hunger.

Snippets of conversations reached her. ‘They killed them all, shot them right in front of me … A tough winter for the Germans … Bloodbath at Stalingrad.’ Lisa squeezed her fists tight and put them over her ears but she could still hear. There was no relief. There was no sleep, either. Even when she managed to doze off standing up, the voices slithered their way into her nightmares.

Finally, some light. Someone lit a kerosene lamp. Now she could see the bodies closing in on her, like an inferno. She could see a bucket by the wall, a foul smell emanating from it. In the far corner of the carriage was a bit of hay where a young woman was sleeping soundly, covered by a thin blanket. Pushing people out of the way and giving the bucket a wide berth, Lisa made her way to the girl.

‘Hey, can you hear me?’ She shook her and the girl cried out, opening her eyes, her face white from fear. ‘Move over, let other people get some rest. My feet are killing me.’

The girl muttered something and rolled over. It was clear she was determined to go back to sleep. But Lisa was determined not to let her. She shoved the girl again, harder.

‘What’s your problem?’ the girl cried, no longer looking afraid but angry. ‘What do you want from me?’

‘You’ve been sleeping since we got on the train. Others are tired too. I’ve been standing for three hours.’

‘Leave her alone,’ someone shouted.

‘Just want things to be fair, that’s all. It’s selfish of her to have all this space to herself.’ She turned to the girl. ‘If you move a little, I could sit down too. Please!’

The girl’s expression softened and she shuffled into the corner with a sigh. In the dim light Lisa saw her face. It was covered in bruises. When she moved, she did so with great difficulty, as if every little bit of her hurt. ‘Be my guest,’ she said. Even her voice sounded bruised, hoarse and defeated. The girl was small and chubby, though maybe a few years older than Lisa. With her blonde hair and large freckles on the bridge of her nose, she looked as if she’d spent too much time in the sun. Lisa wondered where she’d found sun in the middle of Ukrainian winter when it perpetually rained, or snowed, or both.

The girl stared at Lisa, who was now sitting next to her. Then she turned away, reached inside her string bag and pulled out a small piece of dry bread, breaking it in half and handing the bigger piece to Lisa. ‘Want some?’

Eagerly, Lisa nodded, feeling a warmth spread through her, trying not to show how much the gesture touched her and how desperate she was for something to eat, even if it was the German bread that was hard like brick and crumbled under her fingertips, leaving a bitter aftertaste in her mouth. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, shoving the bread in her mouth. ‘I haven’t eaten since yesterday.’

‘You are welcome.’

‘What happened to you, anyway?’ asked Lisa through a mouthful of bread, appraising the girl and her blue and purple face and her bandaged leg.

‘What happened to all of us, I suppose. The war happened.’

‘They beat you? Why?’

‘Let’s just say, I wasn’t too enthusiastic about their all-expenses-paid holiday to Germany. Don’t worry, it looks worse than it is. I’m Masha, by the way.’

‘I’m Lisa.’

‘How much longer, do you think?’

‘On the train? Days. Germany is a long way away,’ Lisa replied dejectedly. She couldn’t imagine continuing like this for another minute, let alone days of crouching on the cold floor, of smelling the unwashed bodies, of the wheels thumping, taking her away from home towards her own personal hell.

‘Do you speak any German?’ asked Masha, appraising Lisa in turn.

‘A little bit. Enough to get by.’

‘That’s good. If they know you can speak their language, you might get a better job. I hope I get to work for a nice family. You know what happens to those who end up in factories or labour camps.’

Over the last few months in Kiev, Lisa had done her best not to hear the terrible rumours that reached her about the Eastern workers. As she sat on the floor of a moving train next to her new friend, still hungry after the bread she had eaten, her back sore, her feet aching, she imagined operating machinery at a factory all day, without ever seeing the blue skies. She imagined scrubbing someone’s toilet, washing their sheets and ironing their clothes. From dawn to dusk, day after miserable day. It didn’t bear thinking about. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever make it back to Kiev alive,’ she said, closing her eyes wearily.

‘I guess you’re a glass-half-empty type of person,’ replied Masha. ‘I try to see positives in every situation.’

‘What’s so positive about going to Germany as slave labour?’

‘At least they haven’t killed us.’

‘Yet,’ muttered Lisa.

The train came to a sudden stop. It didn’t slow down gradually but the brakes screeched and the clunky machine halted abruptly, as if hitting an invisible wall. Masha fell on Lisa, who was propelled to the floor, hitting the legs of a small boy who was napping while standing up with his head on his mother’s hip. Lisa cried out in pain, rubbing her sore ankle. ‘What’s happening?’ she exclaimed.

With no windows they had no way to see out of the cramped carriage. Lisa could hear a dog barking and angry German voices.

‘We must be at one of the villages,’ said an old woman wrapped in a woolly kerchief. ‘Finally, they will feed us and we can stretch our legs.’

‘Hell will freeze over before they feed us,’ grumbled an old man with bandages on his face.

‘They want us to work for them. We can’t work if we are hungry.’

‘The Nazis have ways to force you, hungry or not.’

The old woman said something in reply. Lisa saw her lips move but her voice was lost in a gunshot. Something exploded nearby, followed by machine-gun fire and many more gunshots. Lisa crawled into a corner, trying to make herself smaller, less conspicuous. With her hands over her eyes, she prayed. Dear God, please help me! I will never be bad again. I will never wear my sister’s shoes without asking. I will never tell lies. I will never be selfish or greedy or unkind. Lisa had never been inside a church before but, as she hugged her knees in fear, shuddering at every rifle shot and every explosion, she prayed as if her life depended on it.

Suddenly, all was quiet again, as if they had imagined the chaos of only moments ago. An expectant silence fell over the train. Two men tried to force the metal doors open but it was no use. They were locked in like animals inside their dirty, smelly cage. ‘Anyone there? What’s going on?’ they shouted, knocking loudly. Lisa wished they would stay quiet. She imagined the door opening slowly to reveal German machine guns pointed at them. She imagined the bullets raining down on the people gathered inside the carriage, with nowhere to run and nowhere to hide.

After five minutes of waiting for something to happen, Lisa was ready to faint. But a realisation made her open her eyes with hope. The voices she heard now were not German. Even though she couldn’t make out the words, Lisa could swear the people outside were speaking Russian.

Somewhere, a horse neighed. Lisa thought she was imagining it. Footsteps resounded through the narrow corridor that led to the compartment where two hundred people were huddled together in fear. Lisa rose to her feet and stretched her neck.

‘Can you see anything?’ demanded Masha, her eyes frantic.

Lisa shook her head. There were too many people in front of her. She stepped from foot to foot impatiently and bit her lip.

The metal door slid open with a screech and two men appeared, wearing uniforms Lisa hadn’t seen since before the occupation. The colour had faded and the threads were coming apart in places but there was no mistaking it – they were Red Army uniforms. The taller of the two had two golden stars on his epaulettes. He had a commanding presence about him, and Lisa found that she couldn’t take her eyes off him. She wasn’t the only one. The man might have been wearing a threadbare uniform that was falling apart but he carried himself like a general. At his feet was a dog, a black wolf-like creature the size of a small bear. The other man was shorter, his eyes shifty, as if he was uncomfortable being the centre of attention. He seemed to fade into the background next to his taller, more imposing companion, who saluted the expectant crowd and said, ‘Comrades! This train is not going any further. You can all return home. Outside you will find trucks that will take you back to Kiev.’

The train that had been silent but a moment ago erupted. Everyone had a question for the two men. What happened? We heard gunshots outside. Is it safe to come out? Will we be transferred to a different train? You mean, we are free to go? What about the guards?

Trembling with anxiety, Lisa stood on tiptoes to see the taller man’s face.

‘You don’t have to worry about the guards. And yes, you are free to go,’ he replied.

‘Who are you?’ asked a man with a broken arm and tears of relief in his eyes.

‘We are the partisans.’

Lisa had heard of the partisans, a group of selfless warriors hiding in the woods and fighting till the last breath to rid the Soviet Union of the greatest evil it had ever encountered, even as the government and the army had given up. Her fist on her chest, she watched the two men. All around her, people scrambled to their feet. They didn’t wait to be asked twice but collected their meagre belongings and rushed towards the exit.

‘Did you hear that, Miss Negativity? We are free to go,’ Masha said to Lisa, leaning on her arm. The girls hobbled slowly towards the exit. Lisa jumped off the train, breathing a momentary sigh of relief, and helped Masha down. After the near-darkness of the carriage, the whiteness of the snow and the brightness of the pale winter sun blinded her. After the stench and the staleness, the fresh air made her light-headed and a little dizzy. There wasn’t a building or a man-made structure in sight. Nothing at all but snow-capped pine trees as far as the eye could see, stretching their branches towards the sky as if in prayer. In between the pine trees, a narrow unpaved road weaved its way away from the train tracks. She could see a dozen trucks parked on top of the hill and hundreds of people trickling from every carriage of the train of doom that now stood motionless and defeated in the middle of the forest. On the snow nearby, Lisa could see lifeless bodies in German uniforms. She shuddered and looked away.

Lisa’s gaze searched for the partisans who had come to their rescue, but they were nowhere to be seen.

Shielding her face from the sun, Masha pointed somewhere behind Lisa and said, ‘What is happening? The trucks are leaving.’

‘Wait here for me. I’ll see what’s going on,’ said Lisa.

Waving and shouting, she hurried in the direction of the trucks but it was too late. One after another they disappeared in a cloud of white dust. She ran as fast as she could but her foot lost its grip on the ice and she tripped. She would have fallen if a strong hand didn’t catch her. Turning around, she recognised the taller of the two partisans, who was now leaning over her, helping her up. ‘Careful,’ he said. ‘It’s treacherous today.’ Through a veil of snow, she watched his face. She had never seen eyes like that before. They were not just dark but black. Black like the night, like the winter sky at dusk. His dark hair, what she could see of it from under his fur hat, was longer than was conventional for a man. There was something unusual in his features, something exotic as if inside his veins ran Mongol blood. The blood of kings and conquerors. ‘Are you all right? You look a bit lost,’ the man added.

Lisa blinked and looked away, her cheeks burning. ‘I think we missed our truck.’ She wished she was dressed better, wished she wasn’t hidden under an unflattering kerchief. When he turned around to look at the trucks, she pulled it off her head, tidying her auburn hair with the tips of her fingers.

‘You might be right,’ he said, turning back to her. ‘Put your kerchief back on or you’ll catch a cold. It’s twenty below today.’

Reluctantly she put her kerchief back on, blushing at the familiar way this stranger told her what to do.

‘I’m Maxim and this is Anton,’ he said, pointing at the other partisan, who was holding two horses and pacing on the spot as if to keep warm.

‘I’m Lisa. My friend Masha is still by the train. She can’t walk by herself.’

Anton happily agreed to help Masha. When he was gone, Lisa asked, ‘How will we get back to Kiev now? The trucks are gone.’

‘They will come back eventually but you are going to have to come with us. It’s not safe for two girls alone in the woods. The German presence here is too high.’

‘Come back with you where?’

‘Our settlement is twenty minutes away.’

He smiled and despite her exhaustion, hunger and uncertainty, she smiled back. The dog approached Lisa with his tail wagging and sniffed her hands. She wanted to stroke it to impress its owner but didn’t dare. She had never seen an animal this big or this ferocious-looking. The dog suited Maxim. It looked like it belonged to a fearless warrior.

Anton reappeared, leading a limping Masha up the hill. ‘Your carriage awaits, my ladies,’ he said, bowing comically and pointing at the horses. He had a broad face with thin lips and a large nose. He wasn’t just shorter than Maxim, he was smaller, too. His shoulders were not as wide, his legs and arms thinner but his smile was kind. With the two partisans by her side, Lisa felt safe for the first time in months.

‘I’ve never been on a horse before,’ she said uncertainly. The animal was the size of a small mountain. Involuntarily she took a step away from it. ‘There’s no saddle. How do we hold on?’

‘Just hold on to me. You’ll be all right,’ said Maxim, suppressing a smile.

He lifted her up and Lisa sat straight on the chestnut giant’s bare back with her eyes shut tight. She was certain that the moment she opened her eyes and saw how high up she was, she would fall off the horse out of fear. Thankfully, the horse wasn’t moving. It was as if it could sense how nervous she was and decided to go easy on her. Anton struggled to help Masha, who with a broken leg couldn’t stay up on the horse. Finally, with the help of Maxim, he managed to sit her up and climbed behind her, supporting her with his left arm while holding the reins with his right. Maxim leapt up in front of Lisa as if he was born in a saddle, like a cowboy or a drover. Slowly they set off, with the wolf-dog running a few steps ahead.

The forest sounded like the sea during a storm. Lisa’s throat was parched from the icy air and the skin of her face felt raw. As they rode through the woods, she held on to Maxim. Underneath his uniform, he felt wiry and strong. He smelt of soap and smoke, like he’d been sitting near a campfire for too long.

The snow was a white whirlwind all around them. Lisa couldn’t make out anything, not even Anton’s horse only a few steps ahead. All she could see was the rider in front of her. The wind made it almost impossible to speak, but she was desperate to talk to him. ‘How do you know where to go in this weather?’ she shouted.

‘I don’t, but Bear does. I follow him.’

‘Bear?’

‘My dog. He’s my eyes, ears and nose. My best friend. He’s saved my life more times than I can remember. I couldn’t do what I do without him by my side.’

‘And what is it that you do?’

‘We oppose the Nazis every step of the way. Destroying their lines of communication. Laying ambuscades. Mining roads and bridges. Killing their high-ranking officers. Even stealing their food and cattle whenever we can.’

‘That’s incredible.’

‘This week alone we blew up two bridges, cut two hundred kilometres of telephone cable and took two villages from the Nazis. And today we stopped a train transporting people to Germany—’

‘Thank you for that.’

‘You’re welcome.’ He whistled to Bear, who had strayed away from the path, perhaps to follow an animal trail. Instantly, the dog’s ears sprang up and he leapt through the snow back to his owner.

‘How many of you are there?’ asked Lisa, leaning closer to hear him better and hoping he wouldn’t notice.

‘Six battalions around Kiev, two hundred people each. Over a thousand of us scattered around these woods.’

Lisa held her breath, her chest swelling in admiration. ‘How long have you been a partisan?’

‘Since the occupation. We’ve given them a hard time in the last year and a bit.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

Despite the snow and the piercing cold, she didn’t want the ride to end. Suddenly Maxim emitted a bird’s cry, startling her. A similar sound was heard in reply. If Lisa didn’t know better, she would have thought the birds were real.

‘We are here,’ said Maxim.

The trees had receded. In front of them was a wide meadow that looked deserted. Lisa could see small hills scattered here and there. Maxim got off his horse and helped Lisa down. She found herself knee-deep in snow, with his arms around her. In the light of the setting sun she examined the clearing. ‘Two hundred people live here? But I can’t see any buildings.’

‘That’s the whole idea. If you can’t see us, neither can the Nazis.’

She heard voices and saw Anton’s horse appear from behind the wall of snow. Masha looked pale, as if she was in great pain. If it wasn’t for Anton’s arm holding her tight, she would have slipped off the horse.

‘You two must be exhausted,’ said Maxim when Masha was safely on the ground, leaning on Lisa. ‘Let’s find you something to eat and a bed to sleep in.’

As they walked through the camp, Lisa saw men and women emerging from underground like bears from their caves. She realised the little hills were not hills at all but dwellings. The partisans smoked, laughed and exchanged greetings. A few men stared openly at the girls and Lisa shivered, moving closer to Maxim and wishing she was invisible.

Maxim and Anton took the girls to a dugout, hidden away under a metre of snow, with a small wooden door and an opening large enough for them to crawl through. Inside, the little lodging was made of wood – everything except for the little stove that was made of clay. A fire was burning and it was warm and humid. By the light of a candle Lisa could see half a dozen tables and a small bed in the corner. On this bed a round woman was sleeping, covered by a large cardigan with holes in it.

‘Yulya, wake up.’ Maxim shook her lightly. ‘We have guests. Do you have any food for them?’

The woman stirred, rubbed her eyes, then sat up and glared first at Maxim, then at the newcomers. ‘More mouths to feed! Do I look like I have a magic tree that grows bread?’

‘Let’s be hospitable, shall we? The girls have been through a lot.’

‘Hospitable,’ grumbled Yulya, getting up slowly, as if her limbs were an old rusty mechanism in need of oil. ‘What is this, a luxury hotel?’ Still muttering, she walked outside and soon reappeared with two chunks of dark bread and two glasses of milk. Maxim and Anton said their goodbyes, promising the girls Yulya would look after them. Seeing the unfriendly face across the table, Lisa found it hard to believe.

After the girls finished their food, Yulya gave them more bread wrapped in a towel and took them to another dugout – a narrow room with five wooden beds covered with straw. Four of them looked untouched. The fifth had someone’s personal belongings all over it – books, clothes, even a dirty plate. It smelt damp and unclean but Lisa was too exhausted to care. Thanking Yulya, she fell into the nearest bed and closed her eyes, wishing she was in her childhood bed back home, under a warm blanket with her head on a soft pillow.

After Yulya left, telling the girls breakfast was promptly at six, Lisa sat up in her uncomfortable bed made of straw and whispered, ‘Masha, are you awake?’

‘I’m awake.’

‘I don’t want to go back to Kiev. No one is waiting for me back there.’ Lisa thought of her mother’s face as she told her to leave and not come back. She thought of her sister’s quiet resentment and of the cold and soulless apartment, overrun by rats and dirty dishes, that she called home because her family had turned their backs on her. If she could help it, she would never go back. Anything was better than the loneliness and fear of the past year.

‘What choice do we have?’

‘We could stay here.’

‘Stay in the partisan battalion? Are you out of your mind? Do you know what the Nazis do to the partisans and their families?’

‘The minute we get back to Kiev, they will pick us up again. I don’t want to end up back on that train. I’d rather die.’

‘I don’t like it here, Lisa. In the dugout, I mean.’ Masha sounded like a little girl, lost and afraid. ‘It’s so damp in here, and cold. I don’t like small spaces. I feel like I’m suffocating, like I can’t breathe. It feels like …’ She hesitated. ‘We are not dead yet but we are buried alive. Do you know what I mean?’

‘I feel safe here. Even I barely know where I am. How could the Nazis ever find me?’

In a small voice Masha said, ‘I don’t like the dark, either. When the candle burns out, it’s going to be so dark in here.’

‘We’ll light a new candle. And I’m right here. You don’t need to worry.’

‘Will you hold my hand till I fall asleep?’

‘Of course.’

Soon, the sound of Masha’s breathing from the bed next to her own became deeper, but Lisa continued to hold her hand while she lay on her back and watched the candlelight twirling on a small table in the corner. For the first time in months, hidden away in a burrow like a forest animal, among trees and snowdrifts, she didn’t feel afraid. Nothing bad could happen to her here, among the partisans – the giants of songs and fairy tales who would protect her from all evil.

   


Chapter 2

Ever since she was a little girl, Irina Antonova had loved painting. For others, memories were triggered by scents, tastes, places or perhaps old photographs. For Irina, it had always been colours. Marrying the love of her life was the golden hues of late-autumn trees, the golden wedding rings on their fingers and the golden specks in his twinkling eyes. The day her daughter was born was the green jungle of flowers in her room, her green hospital gown, the green pines stretching their arms to her window as if in greeting to the new life nestled in her lap. The first summer they had spent at their dacha as a family was the azure of the sky and the turquoise of the river. Capturing colour had always been a passion of hers. When she was younger, she never left the house without a sketchbook and some pencils. Dozens of those sketchbooks were stored away in a box under her bed, each hiding happy recollections of days long gone.

But since the Nazi soldiers had marched through Kiev, scorching, terrorising and killing wherever they went, Irina’s pencils had remained forgotten in a drawer somewhere because, as far as she was concerned, war had no colour. It was grey, just like the uniforms that seemingly overnight flooded her beloved city. Her artist’s fingers, so skilled at drawing flowers, fruit and seascapes, were incapable of rendering the faces of the condemned walking to Babi Yar – grim, lifeless and resigned. They were incapable of capturing the expression on old women’s faces as they were about to be shot for selling their produce at the market – in broad daylight, in front of dozens of passers-by who averted their eyes as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. Her pencils couldn’t convey the distress of twelve-year-old children as they were wrestled from their mothers’ arms and put on trains bound for German factories, where they would be forced to work until they collapsed. They couldn’t capture the mothers’ soul-destroying anguish.

Although the horrors were not in Irina’s sketchbook, they were etched deep inside her mind and she was afraid that for as long as she lived, she would not forget.

The war had split Irina’s life in two. On one hand, there was her pre-war self: carefree and in love, certain that nothing bad could ever happen to her. On the other hand, there was her present self: haggard and hungry and afraid. She had become someone she didn’t recognise, and yet, she could barely remember herself before the war. The happiness of only two years past seemed like a lifetime ago.

But today everything seemed different. For the first time since the war had started, Irina noticed the bright orange of the sun at dawn and the fluorescent white of the snow. The pencil in her hand never stopped moving as she sketched cradles and dummies and tiny dolls, while her left hand remained on her stomach, where a new life was forming, as if in defiance to death all around her. This new life made Irina temporarily forget the nightmare of the occupation and notice the beauty that still remained, as if to spite the enemy who did their best to eradicate everything beautiful they came in contact with.

In her tiny office on Priorskaya Street, Irina was having lunch. The clock above the door was mocking her, playing games. All she wanted was for the hours to fly so she could go home, cuddle her daughter and read her a story. But the silver-plated arms refused to move and it felt to her that they had been stuck on midday for hours. She tried not to think of the queue outside her door that wound its way down the corridor and onto the street, the queue of people waiting to register the death of a loved one. People were dying at an unprecedented rate in Kiev. Young and old, death didn’t discriminate in times of war. There had been some births and marriages this week, like a brief ray of sunshine on a stormy day, but she could count them on one hand.

Her job was a parade of human suffering, never-ending and unabating. It was a showcase of what the Nazis had done to Kiev, to Ukraine, to all of the Soviet Union.

‘It’s my mother, she was walking home one day, then a building collapsed.’

‘My sister never came home one evening. We found her three days later, brutally murdered.’

‘I lost my whole family. My parents and brothers, all gone.’

Tears, anguish, twisted faces.

But today, she refused to think of death and darkness. With a smile on her face, she imagined walking hand in hand with her husband under an unblemished summer sky with not a Nazi aeroplane in sight. The sun on her face, his arm around her shoulders, his lips on hers. She thought of everything they hadn’t done but should have, if it wasn’t for the war, like buying her daughter her first ice cream or taking her sledging.

If she moved her chair slightly to the left, through the window she could see the old school building where she had worked as an art teacher before the war. As she wrote down the names of the dead in her register and dreamt of a better life, she often wondered what had happened to her pupils. She liked to tell herself that they had been evacuated and were safe, away from the front line and the Nazi atrocities. But one day she had come across a name she recognised in her list of doom. It was a girl she had taught three years previously, an eager little thing with pigtails and a wide grin. That night, Irina held her daughter close and cried until dawn. Since then, she went through the lists on autopilot, not pausing to think about the people behind the names.

Suddenly queasy, she pushed her boiled potato away and watched the thick wall of snow that hid the burnt-out school and a bomb crater in the middle of the street. The snow was white, shimmering, magical. It created an illusion of beauty, as if she had been transported to a different reality where there was no war and no fear. What wouldn’t she give to run through the snow with her daughter, build a snowman, throw snowballs and not feel afraid. Such little joys and yet, even that was denied them.

Irina poked the pitiful-looking potato with a fork, her hunger battling with her morning sickness. Finally, the hunger won. She placed a tiny morsel in her mouth and chewed slowly, fighting a wave of nausea. As she was finishing her tea, the door creaked. Irina was going to tell whoever it was to wait until one when the registry office would reopen but the large woman with a hard face standing in the doorway looked familiar. Her grey hair was braided like a little girl’s, giving her a peculiar look, like a jigsaw puzzle with a few pieces out of place. Her teeth, or what was left of them, were yellow. Her shoulders were large like a man’s. Irina recognised her neighbour, Katerina.

‘I hope it’s all right,’ mumbled the woman. ‘Your mother-in-law said I could come and see you on your lunch break. I couldn’t possibly stand in the queue with all those people. My leg’s been bothering me.’

‘Of course, please come in.’ With a sigh Irina packed what was left of her lunch away, placing it in her bag. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘It’s my husband, Valery. He died from a heart attack last night.’

Irina remembered the softly spoken man who waved to her every morning as she walked past. That simple gesture had never failed to put a smile on her face, even on the days when she didn’t feel like smiling. Her heart heavy with sadness, she said, ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’

‘Don’t be. The old bastard used to beat the life out of me. I’ve been dreaming of this day for years.’

Irina studied her neighbour. She couldn’t imagine the quiet and petite Valery raising his hand to loud and big-boned Katerina.

‘Now I’m all alone,’ the neighbour added softly, covering her eyes with her hands and bursting into tears.

‘What about your daughter?’ asked Irina, feeling sorry for the old woman and on the verge of tears herself.

‘Larisa volunteered to go to Germany for work. Valery and I took her to the train station a week ago. I don’t think he got over saying goodbye to her. He saw danger everywhere.’

‘Why didn’t you come to see me?’ Irina lowered her voice, even though the door was firmly shut. ‘I would have figured out a way to keep her in Kiev.’

‘I know you would have. You help everyone. You have a kind heart.’

‘If we don’t help each other, the Nazis might as well have won.’ Preventing able workers from travelling to Germany was Irina’s way of defying the Germans. Yes, she worked in a German organisation and because of that many friends and former colleagues looked down on her. What they didn’t realise was that she risked her life every day to help her people. It didn’t compare to what her husband did at the partisan battalion. But it was a contribution.

‘Larisa wanted to go to Germany. Because she went voluntarily, she’ll have better living conditions and more food. She’s working at a munitions factory over there.’

‘Making bullets to be used against our soldiers? She volunteered for this?’ Irina tried and failed to keep shock and disapproval from her voice.

Katerina’s lips were a thin pale line on her round face. ‘She’ll be safer there. And that’s all I care about,’ she said in a haughty voice. ‘Her safety.’

Irina opened her mouth to tell Katerina about the stream of Ukrainian workers trickling back from Germany to Kiev over the past few months. Sick, exhausted and barely able to walk, many of them came home to die. And they were the lucky ones. Not everyone made it back. She wanted to say all of that to her neighbour, but didn’t. There was little point. Katerina truly believed she did her best for Larisa by encouraging her to go to Germany. She had hope for a better future for her daughter, even if that future involved making bullets for the enemy. Who was Irina to take that hope away? She understood only too well a mother’s fear for her child’s life in the chaos of war. ‘All done. Here are your documents; you can have them back. If you ever need anything, please let me know.’

As she opened the door, Katerina turned around and asked, ‘And how is that handsome husband of yours in the partisan battalion? Is he still every German officer’s worst nightmare?’

Irina looked up from her records with a start.

‘Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.’ Katerina smiled. It wasn’t a kind smile. She looked triumphant, like she had just won an important battle.

Irina, who didn’t know they were fighting a battle and didn’t care for one, shuddered. How could Katerina possibly know their secret? Irina often saw the neighbour sitting on a porch outside her house with a few friends, whispering and pointing. One word from her to the Gestapo and Irina’s family would disappear, never to be seen again.

The human river outside her office soon swallowed Katerina, pushing her out of the way, but Irina remained in her chair, trembling.

It was already dark when she left work. She had fifteen minutes before the curfew to make it to the market, barter some food for dinner and walk home. Anyone found on the streets after the curfew imposed by the Nazis could be arrested and thrown in jail. A neighbour had gone missing once and returned two weeks later badly beaten, with a broken arm. He swore he was arrested before the curfew. The German officer who had stopped him had a watch that was a few minutes too fast.

Irina couldn’t afford to go to jail. Her little girl was waiting for her.

Because no one bothered to clear the snow on the street, it took her twice as long as usual to walk a few hundred metres to the market. With every step she fell through the snow up to her knees and soon her boots filled with slush. On the corner of Berezhanskaya and Lugova Streets she slipped on the ice and fell. A handsome young man helped her up, a sad smile on his face. She barely noticed, even though smiles were as rare as bread in the Ukrainian capital.

Occasional grey uniforms walked past Irina, not smiling and not even glancing in her direction. After fifteen months of occupation (how could it only be fifteen months when it seemed like a lifetime?), she still felt like she was caught in a horrible nightmare. It was baffling that the beloved streets of her childhood should belong not to her people but to the Nazi hordes.

Shivering at her thoughts as much as the cold, Irina crossed the road to the market, where villagers brought their meagre produce – wilted potatoes, carrots, beetroot, sometimes eggs, very occasionally meat of unknown origin – and exchanged them for gold and other valuables. In her pocket was her most precious possession, a pair of golden earrings her husband had given her on their wedding day. It broke her heart to part with them because just looking at them brought back so many wonderful memories. The way his eyes lit up when he saw her in her wedding dress. The way he spun her around the dance floor, whispering that she was the most beautiful woman in the world and the only one for him. The way she felt dizzy and disorientated, intoxicated with love.

She’d never imagined giving the earrings away. But then, she’d never imagined living in an occupied city, enslaved and ravaged by war. She’d never imagined what it would feel like to have no food to give to her two-year-old daughter. As she prepared to exchange her husband’s wedding present for some old potatoes and, if she was lucky, a couple of eggs, Irina told herself the memories were not in the earrings but inside her heart. They would always be with her. No one could take them away.

When Irina arrived at the square, she found nothing but a few empty stalls hidden under a pile of fresh snow. The market that only yesterday was bustling with life was abandoned. For a few moments she stood as if frozen to the spot, uncertain what to do next. She couldn’t return home empty-handed. She couldn’t bear the look of hunger and despair on her daughter’s face and the way she cried through the night for something to eat. There was another market in Podol but it would take her twenty minutes to get there. It was unlikely she would make it back before curfew. Was food for one night worth the risk?

‘Irina, wait!’ she heard as she was about to start walking in the direction of Podol, praying she didn’t stumble on a Nazi patrol.

She turned around and found herself face to face with her best friend. Tall, ballerina-thin, with her blonde hair hidden under a large hat and her eyes dark with worry, Tamara wrapped her arms around Irina. Pleased to see the familiar face of someone she had been friends with since they were little girls, Irina hugged her back tightly. For a few moments the two women stood still in an empty town square with their arms around each other.

Finally pulling away, Tamara said, ‘Were you looking for the market? It’s not here anymore.’

‘I can see that. I was about to walk to Podol.’

‘No point walking anywhere. Every market in town is gone.’

‘What do you mean, gone?’

Tamara shrugged. ‘Everyone’s been arrested. The sellers and the buyers.’

‘That’s impossible!’ exclaimed Irina. What she wanted to say was: How are we going to live now? They couldn’t survive on what the Nazis were giving them. The market was their lifeline.

‘They rounded up everyone they could get their hands on. I was just around the corner when the Nazis arrived. Another minute and I would have been arrested too.’ Her friend crossed herself, looking up at the sky as if in gratitude.

‘But why? Why now?’

‘Haven’t you heard? The partisans stopped another train bound for Germany. The Nazis are furious. This is payback.’

For Irina, living under the Nazi occupation was like wading through a minefield. No matter what direction you took, you could trigger an explosion that would rip you apart. At the same time, you couldn’t remain in one spot forever. You had to move through that field, come what may. Irina knew she could be arrested at any moment – as she was making her family’s breakfast for having a husband in the partisan battalion; as she sat at her desk at work for helping a hapless soul escape the threat of German mobilisation; as she was walking home for breaking the curfew; as she was leaving the market for trading some jewellery for a small piece of bread. She had been lucky so far, but she couldn’t help but feel that sooner or later her luck would run out. ‘We have no food left at home. Nothing at all. What am I going to do? Sonya is always hungry. And I feel so helpless.’

Tamara reached into her carry bag and handed her friend half a loaf of white bread. ‘Here, take this. For Sonya.’

Irina stared at the bread in amazement. It wasn’t the Nazi-issue bread they received on their ration cards every week – bitter, cardboard-like and difficult to chew. This bread had a golden crust, was soft on the inside and smelt delicious. Irina hadn’t seen bread like this in fifteen months. ‘Where did you get that?’

‘The German officer staying with me gave me two loaves, right before he left for the Stalingrad front. This was his parting gift.’

‘That’s kind of him.’

‘He enjoyed the meals I cooked and the laundry I did for him. What more does a man want?’

Irina shook her head with regret. ‘Thank you, but I can’t take your bread. You need it as much as I do.’

‘Nonsense. Of course you can. I’ll be fine. I don’t have a child to feed.’

Irina broke the bread in two and handed half back to Tamara. ‘Here, why don’t we share?’ When Tamara took the chunk of bread and placed it in her bag, Irina added, ‘Sonya will be so happy. How can I ever thank you?’

‘There is something you can do for me.’ Tamara seemed to hesitate, looking around cautiously. The street was deserted. But in Nazi-occupied Kiev, even the walls had ears.

A piece of paper appeared in Tamara’s hand, trembling in the wind. Irina took it. It was an order for Tamara Semenova to report to the train station for compulsory mobilisation to Germany. The two of them stood in the empty market square, snow falling between them. ‘I can’t work for them, Ira. It will be the death of me. A friend of mine just returned. They sent her home because she got sick. I didn’t even recognise her when I saw her. Where was the bubbly young girl we said goodbye to at the station? Her hair is completely white. You won’t believe the stories she told me. They don’t let you have any food or water on the job. They work you like cattle, twenty hours a day. They beat you for making eye contact with your supervisor or for moving too slowly.’ There was horror in Tamara’s eyes, as if these things were already happening to her.

Irina pressed her friend’s hand gently. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll help you. Come by my office tomorrow and bring your passport. I can stamp it to make it look like you are married.’ The Nazis weren’t taking married women yet. It was a loophole many Kievans were exploiting. Who knew how long it would last? At the rate things were going, Irina suspected not too long.

‘A fake marriage? Sounds perfect. I’ll be there for my fake wedding first thing tomorrow morning.’ Tamara beamed with relief and looked her friend up and down. ‘I’ve never seen you more beautiful. Your skin is glowing. And your hair …’

Self-consciously, Irina tucked her long dark hair under her hat. Now that she was pregnant, it was shinier and curlier than usual. As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t tell her best friend her secret. She had to tell her husband first. ‘Maxim is coming home next week. I’m happy, that’s all.’

‘How do you even get through the week without seeing him? I remember when you couldn’t last a day without each other.’

Still can’t, Irina wanted to say.

‘Remember when he walked twenty kilometres from his parents’ dacha one summer to give you a bunch of roses?’

Irina sighed. ‘Not quite what we imagined our life to be when we were young and full of hope, is it?’

‘No, not quite.’ Tamara looked up and her eyes twinkled. ‘I’m seeing someone too, you know. I think he might be the one. I’m in love, Ira!’

Irina laughed at the serious expression on her friend’s face. ‘How long have you been in love this time?’

‘Laugh all you want. It’s easy for you, married to the love of your life.’

‘I’m not laughing. I’m happy for you. Who is this man? Someone I know?’

‘I can’t tell you yet. I don’t want to jinx it. Once I know for sure that it’s serious, I’ll tell you everything.’

‘But you just said he’s “the one”. Make up your mind!’

Teasing one another, while glancing nervously at their watches, with only five minutes to spare until the curfew, the two young women walked briskly home through the quiet streets, averting their eyes from the German soldiers and Nazi flags with hated swastikas swaying from every building. When they reached Tamara’s house, Irina said, ‘Remember to bring your passport. And don’t worry about anything. We’ll fix this.’ She was glad she could help Tamara. To save her friend’s life, to deceive the Nazis, if only in this small way, made her feel more in control.

As she walked the short distance home, she savoured the metallic taste in her mouth and the queasy feeling at the back of her throat that reminded her of the wonderful change taking place inside her body. In her pocket she still had her earrings and suddenly she was glad she didn’t give them away for a few potatoes that would be gone tomorrow. For the first time since the occupation, Irina’s heart beat faster with hope.

Hope for a better life, a new beginning.

*

Home was an apartment in a dilapidated building on Kazanskaya Street overlooking Berezovyi Gai Park, shared by Irina and her daughter, her parents-in-law, Zina and Kirill, and Zina’s nephew Dmitry, who had moved in a week after the occupation had started when the Nazis had forced him out of his apartment in Podol. The place was too small to fit all of them but somehow it did, even when Maxim came to visit from the partisan battalion, which to Irina’s sadness wasn’t very often. Opening the door with her key, she called out to her daughter, her breath catching. This was what she had been waiting for since she left that morning – to see Sonya’s face light up at the sight of her mother, to hold her and feel her weight in her arms.

Her eyes on the dining-room door at the end of a long corridor, Irina placed her bag with the precious bread in the corner and removed her shoes. Any minute now a small voice would cry for Mama, little feet would pitter-patter across the floor and a tiny head would appear through the doorway. Irina took her coat off and undid her scarf. The house remained quiet. Fighting a strong feeling of unease, she called out again, imagining a knock on the door, German boots clomping through the house and the arms of a stranger reaching for her daughter. She tried her best to chase away the terrible vision but it hovered over her like a ghost.

A faint sound of static reached her from the dining room. On unsteady legs Irina followed it, fearing the worst. When she walked in, she saw Dmitry hunched over the table, a radio receiver in his lap. His glasses askew, his blond hair messy and long, he had the look of an absent-minded professor about him.

Dmitry looked up from the radio and smiled. Anticipating her question, he said, ‘Zina took Sonya to play with Oxana’s little ones.’

Irina almost groaned with relief. She should have known her mother-in-law had taken her daughter to the neighbour’s apartment upstairs. Zina often did that to give herself a break and have a cup of tea with her friend. Irina’s job was getting to her, she realised. She saw darkness everywhere she looked. Not that she had to look far. ‘Any luck?’ She nodded at the radio. For the last few days Dmitry had been trying to catch news from the front.

‘Not yet, but I’m not giving up. If we know what’s going on out there, we can spread the word. We can boost morale.’

Just like her husband, Dmitry was a partisan. Unlike Maxim, however, he didn’t blow up bridges or cut telephone cables but worked closely with the local population, trying to find Ukrainians who held important positions in Nazi organisations and were willing to commit acts of sabotage. In a way, his job was more dangerous than Maxim’s. One word from his contacts, and the Gestapo would march into their little apartment and whisk him away.

The radio coughed and fell quiet, finally coming back to life with a distorted male voice. ‘Stalingrad … Heavy German losses … The Red Army is gaining … Victory.’ Irina’s hand flew to her mouth and she trembled with joy. It had been a while since they’d heard the words Red Army and victory in the same sentence. The German-controlled Ukrainian Word wanted them to believe the war had already been won by Hitler. But here was a snippet of truth in the sea of lies that changed everything. Not only had the Red Army not been destroyed, as the despicable newspaper insisted, but it was also fighting and gaining ground. This was the first piece of good news they had had since the occupation. The first piece of good news in fifteen months.

There was a loud knock and Dmitry flipped the switch on the radio. The voice died away, leaving an unfamiliar feeling behind, a hope that one day in the near future something in their lives would change. Dmitry hid the radio under a pile of clothes Irina had been ironing the day before, while she walked to the front door with a smile on her face. ‘Did Zina forget her key again?’ she wondered out loud, eager to embrace her daughter.

But when she opened the door, it wasn’t Zina standing outside with her granddaughter in her arms. Instead, two German soldiers glared at her through the doorway. Irina recoiled from them with horror, unable to look away from their square faces and the terrifying swastikas that adorned their armbands. The taller of the two watched her suspiciously, while the shorter pushed his way in. ‘Blankets, towels
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