
   
[image: Cover image: Last Train to Freedom by Deborah Swift]




Praise for Deborah Swift
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‘There are decades where nothing happens;

and there are weeks where decades happen.’

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin

‘ichi-go ichi-e’

Japanese proverb,

literally one time, one meeting.

An encounter that happens only once in a lifetime,

and a reminder to treasure every moment.

   

   
Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech




Chapter 1

Kaunas, Lithuania

June 1940

Zofia stirred the pot in the airless heat. The stew would never be eaten, but Zofia didn’t know that yet. Unfinished things were already a part of her life, as they were for so many in wartime. The book half-read where she would never know the ending, her best crepe dress left hanging in the wardrobe in Warsaw for the concert that would never happen.

She tugged open a shutter to let in some breeze and flapped a hand at the flies perched lazily on the sill. She paused to stare. There in the distance, movement caught her eye. Beyond the white church spire wavering in the heat, a cavalcade of ragged figures moved through a cloud of yellow dust. She swallowed, her stomach tightening. More refugees. Already there were too many sheltering from the sun on the steps of the library, and every day as she passed them on her way into work, she was glad to have been one of the early ones. How could there possibly be room for more?

She turned away and dabbed her forehead with a damp dishcloth; the upstairs kitchen was stifling, with the sort of dry heat that made her neck run with sweat. She longed for the cleansing power of rain, for something to take the choke from her throat. Cooking for nine was no joke, but it was her turn, so she returned to the stove to stir the goulash.

Nine mouths: Uncle Tata, her twin brother Jacek, if he deigned to appear for dinner at all, and the people she called ‘the Marks’ – the Markunas family, Lithuanians who had taken them in when they’d fled Poland.

Right now, she could hear the bumps and thumps of the Marks in the downstairs shop, sorting and boxing their stock, the thick church candles and lamp oil that made the house always smell of beeswax and burning. A scrape of boxes being dragged below. They feared a Russian invasion and were getting ready to move out, all six of them, Mr and Mrs, the in-laws and the two sons.

Yesterday Zofia had been helping them too, but now the thought that she and Jacek would have to find new lodgings when the Marks moved out was hard to bear, and she refused to contemplate the prospect of being homeless again. She hoped Tata would have an answer.

Don’t think of it. Salt the stew. She sprinkled in a liberal amount and stirred hard.

When this stove wasn’t used for cooking, it was used for melting wax. Zofia ran a thumb along the edge of the hotplate to scrape up a curl of wax with her nail. It melted instantly into grease. They were all waiting for something. Everyone knew that the Russians were massed like a dark smudge just over the border, but no one knew what would happen, and the waiting made everyone brittle, ready to crack and break. The Marks – foolish or, who knows, wise – had unsettled everyone and decided to run.

Zofia had had enough of running. It hadn’t even been a year since they’d fled Poland. When the Nazis invaded, they’d come here, to Lithuania. It would be safe, they’d thought. But now the influx of so many refugees from the border was a bad sign. People running away must be afraid of something.

Zofia put a spoon back into the goulash and brought it to her mouth, huffing over it to take away the heat. The meat had to be cooked and spiced because the sun had already turned their ration rancid, and there was only so much kosher meat available. The taste of old beef and cloves was sharp on her tongue, so she spat the undercooked gristle onto the spoon and tipped it in the bin.

She was glad when the Marks were downstairs in the shop. When they were up here, with a grand piano that took up half the space, there was no room to move. How in heaven’s name they’d ever got it up here, she’d no idea.

Every house in Kaunas was the same, full to the brim of ragged Polish Jews like them, paying handsomely for the privilege. The three of them, the Kowalskis, were lucky to find a place, though the rent for such a tiny bedroom was exorbitant. Mrs Marks would shrug and apologize, as though to say, not my fault, but still insist on counting Uncle Tata’s coins out right in front of him, as if she didn’t trust him. Him, a teacher. It was humiliating.

Zofia helped herself to a few chunks of potato from the bottom of the stew and put them in her bowl. These days you had to see to yourself first. She’d had to fight Jacek for her share of everything ever since they were toddlers, and heaven forbid, she wasn’t going to stop now.

Jacek was the first back. Impatient as always, these days he could never be still, prowling round the room like a lost wolf. ‘Is it ready yet?’

‘No. Meat’s still tough. Another twenty minutes.’

‘I’ll have mine now.’ He grinned and reached to take the spoon from her hand.

‘You won’t!’ She whipped it out of his reach. ‘Not until it’s properly cooked. Anyway, what’s the hurry?’

‘I’m meeting Masha. We’re going to the Romuva.’

Zofia turned her back on him. Jacek had found himself a sweetheart. Though some Jewish boys had shown an interest in her, nobody had asked her out, even though she was the eldest. By a whole two minutes. ‘What’s on?’

‘A western.’

‘You’re going to see that rubbish?’

‘I need a break. The office is full of bad news. Desperate calls from Poland about how the Jews that stayed are being rounded up by the SS and deported. The reports land on my desk and I have to decide what to do with them. Whether to publish or not.’ He ran a hand through his hair, frustrated. ‘We can’t keep putting out these horror stories. People left family behind; they have to have some hope.’

Zofia batted him away again as he reached for the spoon. ‘Hands off! We’ll wait for Uncle and the Marks.’

‘Come on, serve up. The film starts in an hour.’ Jacek thrust a bowl towards her as footsteps hurried up the stairs.

‘Here’s Uncle now.’

As if he’d heard her, Tata stepped through the door. He hugged Zofia without looking at her, as he always did.

She pushed away his familiar figure in its worn-out suit. ‘Tata, I’m cooking.’

Uncle Tata kept his teacher’s briefcase tight to his chest with both hands.

‘Why are you looking at us like that?’ Jacek hacked a slice off the end of the loaf.

‘We think the Russians will move over the border,’ he said. ‘If they decide to invade, they’ll be after men like us, so best be prepared and pack up your things.’

‘They won’t,’ Jacek replied, through a mouthful of bread. ‘The Russians signed a peace pact. It’s just posturing, that’s what Ivan at the office says. Nothing will happen.’

Uncle Tata was sweating from the walk home, and he put down his briefcase and took off his spectacles to wipe his forehead on his sleeve.

Jacek towered over his uncle already. Tata was smaller and older, and years of worry had taken their toll in his bent spine and papery skin. Jacek was broad-shouldered, with the solidity of a tree. His thick brown hair sprang straight up from his forehead.

‘The head at the school says the Soviets have demanded that Lithuania form a friendly government and allow Soviet troops into our territory. And you know what the Russians do to teachers,’ Tata said, still clinging to his briefcase. ‘Send them to Siberia. Any kind of intellectual. Stalin fears anyone who questions authority, especially foreigners. The purging has already begun in Vilnius. So today we leave.’

‘Huh!’ Jacek’s laugh was scathing. ‘Where to? The Baltic Sea? You’re overreacting. You think I don’t know what’s going on? No one else is going. It’s just you, looking for trouble where none exists.’

‘The Marks are packing up, you know they are.’

‘All the more room for us. Look, if I thought there was going to be trouble, I’d know. I’m not a journalist for nothing.’

Zofia concentrated on the cooking. She didn’t want to be caught between her uncle and Jacek. Lately Jacek always thought he knew best. Since working at the paper, he had a sort of arrogance that got under her skin. Where had he learned it, this I’m always right attitude?

And her uncle was just as bad. He thought that now their father was gone, he was in charge of them both. She shifted the pot aside and off the heat. ‘Why now, Tata? What’s changed?’

‘We think the rumours are true. The line got thicker. Tanks. More troops. More activity. Mr Sovik’s sister has binoculars. She can see it from the school windows.’

Jacek had helped himself to goulash and was now blowing over the bowl. ‘So Mrs Sovik’s sister is the expert now, is she? The troops have been there three weeks. It’s just a training exercise, that’s what Masha’s father says. He’s friends with the Russians at border control, and he says Lithuania’s staying neutral. You’re getting in a panic over nothing.’ Jacek drew himself up, and his body language told her he was not going to give in, no matter what Tata might say.

Tata could feel it too and his face turned tight and grim in a way that meant he was about to boil over. ‘I’m not wasting breath arguing. Get your things together, Zofia, the things you can carry. Jacek, I’m serious. It’s what your father would want. Do as I say.’

Jacek ignored him, until Tata came to stand over him at the table.

‘Get ready—’

‘You go,’ Jacek said. ‘I’m staying here.’

‘We go together as a family. I promised your father we’d stick together.’

Zofia winced. Bringing up their father was always her uncle’s trump card, but she knew it would only rile Jacek.

Jacek’s expression was steely. ‘You made plenty of other promises, and you broke every single one. I remember you promising to defend Poland with your last breath. And then what happened? You turned tail and ran. You and my father both. Only he got shot and you survived. Don’t you lecture me on promises.’

A clatter on the stairs made them look to the door. Mrs Marks gripped the doorframe, panting. She was a thick-waisted woman in a floral apron, with eyebrows that were always up as if surprised. She took a moment to catch her breath before she could speak. ‘The Russians. They’re over the border. Truckloads of them. They’re heading this way. Douse the fire.’

She blustered away downstairs with Tata running after her, full of questions. Jacek leapt up from the table to follow them both. Not to be left behind, Zofia threw water over the hot coals, shoved the spoon back into the pan and ran after them.

The downstairs shop was half-empty, the air floating with dust, and the dark mahogany shelves bare of stock. Zofia steered her way past the packing cases as the Marks’s sons, Andrius and Darius, hustled back and forth shouting instructions to each other. She dodged past them to the open door, where Mr Marks was loading everything onto their delivery cart. It was already piled high with boxes, and Mrs Marks’s pinch-faced parents were waiting to leave, perched amongst the furniture, like two crows.

Unthinkingly, she helped Mr Marks hoist a box onto the cart, seeing that the main road was queued with traffic. She skirted round the cart to look over towards the town, where a snaking line of vehicles with bundles strapped to their roofs was blocking the route. Coaches, cars, trucks, motorcycles. Anyone with petrol was heading away, out of town.

How had the roads filled so quickly?

‘Holy Shabbat. What did I tell you?’ Tata shouted to Jacek, who was on tiptoe, peering over the cars, staring west.

Mr Marks heaved up a dining chair, the back of his waistcoat patched dark with sweat. He barely paused in his loading to speak. ‘We’re heading for the Polish border. We’ll be safer there. Because of Andrius and his music.’

Zofia was shocked. They’d go to Nazi-occupied Poland? ‘What about the piano? Don’t you want that?’ She couldn’t believe they’d just leave everything.

‘No. If the Reds come, having such a thing is a death sentence. And anyway, how could we even move it? If they find Andrius, the Russians will separate us, send him to a camp in Siberia, make him do hard labour. At least the Germans have culture.’

Culture? So shooting Jews like her father was ‘culture’ now, was it?

‘Jacek. Better pack,’ Tata insisted.

Zofia left Tata arguing with her brother and went to look from the upstairs window. She passed the piano, its inky black hood serene. How could such a thing be a death sentence? It didn’t make sense.

She didn’t want to run again. She remembered the feeling of rootlessness, of having nowhere to go. But the view showed her that half of Kaunas was already on the move, and by the time she got back downstairs the pavement outside the house was empty except for a few boxes spilling their candles into the dirt. A stationary queue of cars was honking and belching smoke into the dusty air, and further down the queue she saw that the Marks’s horse and cart had joined it. She felt sorry for their thick-set pony, who was only used to light deliveries; the poor thing would find this load hard to pull.

Zofia stood on tiptoes and looked to where her brother had been standing but there was no sign of him. ‘Where’s Jacek?’ she asked her uncle.

‘Can you believe the Marks went without even asking me for the rent? That’s a first.’

‘Where is he?’ she repeated.

‘Gone to find Masha and go to the film,’ her uncle said.

‘What, now? When he can see everyone leaving?’

‘He’s making a point. He doesn’t want me to tell him what to do.’

Zofia shook her head. She understood her brother. Knew that the idea of running again was too much to bear. ‘We can’t get out today anyway; look at the traffic.’

‘I blame that Masha, she’s got Jacek wrapped around her little finger. If they catch him, they’ll arrest him because of that article he wrote – about Stalin. Never mind that it’s a two-bit local rag; in their eyes, he’ll be a journalist, and anti-Soviet.’

The grim expression in her uncle’s eyes galvanized her. ‘What shall we do?’

‘Try the railway station, maybe, go south. But I promised your father I’d look after you both.’

‘We’re grown up, Tata. You don’t need to do it any more.’

‘We stick together,’ he said. ‘I won’t leave without Jacek.’

Zofia turned and surveyed the desolation of the room. Jacek’s bowl with the meat that still wasn’t cooked properly, and her own bowl untouched. Eating seemed impossible. A moment where there was no option but to face it – they’d really have to leave. Anxiety gripped her like a wire. Jacek was already volatile and unpredictable, filled with anger and terror since the trauma of getting over the Polish border. What would this do to him now, to run away again?

But Uncle Tata was right. They should stick together. She handed her uncle his hat. ‘Come on, we have to go to the Romuva and try to find him,’ she said.

*

Every street was jammed with people on the move. The rumours had spread fast, folk scattering like ants from a fire. When they got to the cinema, it was almost empty, but Zofia spotted Jacek and Masha on the back row, and heard Jacek’s hoarse whisper to Masha – something derogatory, she guessed – as she and her uncle passed by.

Their relationship was complex. Jacek still blamed Uncle Tata for being alive when Papa was not. Thought it was somehow Tata’s fault that the Nazis had shot Papa and not him, although he’d never say that to their uncle’s face. War left behind so many unsaid things, but Zofia could read her twin like a book, and felt his hurts as her own.

The film had begun so, guiding her uncle, she felt her way through the dim light of the projector to sit a few rows further down from Jacek and Masha. Tata went ahead meekly; he’d obviously decided to wait until the end of the film to try to talk to Jacek again.

The film was Stagecoach starring John Wayne, a gaudy American film subtitled in Lithuanian. Zofia could make out what was happening because as well as her native Polish, she also spoke English. She had hoped to work as a translator, for she had three Slavic languages as well as Russian and English, and now she had absorbed Lithuanian from working in the library. She loved to learn other tongues and was soon engrossed in the film.

After about a half-hour she realied her uncle was shifting uncomfortably in his seat. After what had happened to them in Poland, the subject matter – the way the Apaches, whose native land had been taken over, were portrayed simply as murdering savages – was just too close to home.

A noise like a deep rumble grew louder, vibrating through the floor of the cinema. Zofia turned to try to catch Jacek’s eye, but he too was craning his neck to see if anyone else knew the cause of the disturbance.

The film stopped abruptly and the cinema was plunged into silence and darkness. A man near the front got up and fumbled his way to open the double doors. He was soon back. ‘Tanks,’ he said in an incredulous voice. ‘Tanks rolling down the street.’ He sat down heavily in his seat. Nobody moved. Nobody knew what to do.

Uncle Tata grasped Zofia’s hand and squeezed it tight.

They were silent, hunched in the velvet seats, ready to duck or run. After about ten minutes the film cranked back into life with a spit of light and a flicker. Now it seemed to be full of some sort of meaning. They endured the gunfights, the stand-off and shoot-out and the deaths, and they did what everyone else did – watched the film to the end.

As the credits rolled they were all reluctant to get out into the light. What would be out there? In summer the light was unforgiving. There was no real night here yet at this time of the year, it was too far north. Just an intense twilight that seemed to pierce like a needle.

‘Come with us,’ her uncle said to Jacek as he passed.

Jacek stubbornly refused to reply; his leg was bouncing up and down, though, as if he wanted to run.

They waited by the cinema doors, a knot of about twenty hot and frightened people. Finally, Jacek braced himself, threw open the door and walked out like a gunslinger going into a saloon.

‘There’s nobody about,’ he said. ‘Guess they’ve passed through.’

Everyone exhaled. Jacek turned to Masha, who was waiting uncertainly, her heavily made-up eyes flicking side to side. ‘I’ll walk you home, you can’t go on your own.’

‘Jacek?’ Tata tried to get his attention. ‘We need to stick together.’

Jacek gave Zofia a mock salute. ‘See you later, sis.’

Zofia watched him link arms with Masha as she tottered away on her high platform shoes. Masha was the kind of woman who always looked to be trying too hard. Jacek was, of course, taken in. What was it with men who were supposedly intelligent, yet seemed unable to tell the difference between real blonde and bottle blonde?

Zofia felt bad for her uncle, who was now being ignored by Jacek as if he didn’t exist. But she took Tata’s arm as they headed back down the main shopping street. ‘He’ll come round,’ she said, more to reassure herself than him.

She pulled on her uncle’s sleeve. He’d stopped and was staring into a shop window. She followed his gaze, then froze. The display was empty except for a red cloth covering the whole inside of the window, and suspended in front of the cloth was a portrait of Stalin in a gold frame.

The door had been broken and the lock forced, the panels splintered as if someone had hit it with a sledgehammer.

Across the road, the shop opposite was the same. The interior of the window draped in red crepe, a portrait of Lenin in a frame hanging there. Her uncle was trembling now, all at once shrivelled into an old man.

‘It’s all right, they’ve gone,’ she said, urging him to move.

‘Too much red,’ her uncle said as they walked onwards. Every shop was the same. No longer were the windows full of clothing or haberdashery. The patisserie was gone and the post office. The milk bar and the greengrocer. All red. All the same. Stalin or Lenin. These portraits of the men with their thick black moustaches would dwarf any passer-by.

It shook her, this visual shouting. It was so much like the red banners and swastikas that had appeared draped all over public buildings in Poland, and she knew Uncle Tata would be seeing the same. In him too, the stark apparition of the past would be rising up like a tide of blood.

It had happened so quickly. What about the people’s livelihoods, she wondered. Where had they all gone?

Her question was answered by a woman in a headscarf pacing distractedly in the street, staring up at the picture of Lenin and scrubbing her streaming eyes with a handkerchief.

Cobbler. Same-Day Shoe Repair said the shop sign. ‘I didn’t believe it was true so I had to come and see. How could they do this?’ she said. ‘They’ve taken everything. The tanks came, then the lorries. They stripped it all. The leather, the lasts, even the nails. Jonas worked his whole life building up his business, for what? To be stolen by the Russians in less than an hour?’

They had no comfort they could offer, except to say, ‘It’s the same all down the street.’

Zofia steered Uncle Tata away as she offered her sympathies. She was anxious to get him home, desperate for something safe and familiar. ‘Come on, Uncle,’ she coaxed. They’d go back to the Marks’s house and make a hot drink, sit in their familiar kitchen, find some sort of normality.

Uncle Tata stumbled and tripped, and grabbed onto her arm, all semblance of being her protector gone. Looking down, she saw that the pavements at this end of the street were crumbling, their kerbs crushed by tank treads.

As they rounded the corner into their street, she was relieved to see the house intact. The hinge of the garden gate squeaked its mousey squeak just the same, though the shop echoed oddly as they walked through it. Fortunately, the Marks had fled in too much of a hurry to ask for the return of the key. Once inside, Uncle Tata locked the door after them and barred it.

Without the noisy presence of the Marks, the place was shabbier. Most of the furniture had gone and the walls had blank spaces where pictures used to hang. As she boiled up water for coffee, Zofia couldn’t help but notice the congealed stew in the pan, the scuffs on the skirting boards, the broken slats on the shutters.

All evening they waited for Jacek to return, but he didn’t come. Zofia pressed a finger down on the key of the piano, and a single plaintive note hung in the air. And it occurred to her that without the Marks, and Andrius who had loved to play, the instrument would be forever dumb.

When they finally went to bed, even the soft scrunch of her uncle’s restless turning on his horsehair mattress seemed loud. Once this tiny cupboard had been a storeroom, but now it housed two makeshift bunks and a pull-out mattress on the floor. Tata usually slept on the mattress, with Jacek on the top bunk and Zofia on the bottom one. Although the Marks had left, neither she nor Uncle Tata could bring themselves to use their beds, and instead they crammed themselves into their familiar hole.

In the morning her uncle got up and got dressed as usual, as if he was going to teach at the school, and she watched him pore through his textbooks as if their pages might supply the answers he needed.

‘Aren’t we leaving today?’ Zofia asked.

‘We’ll eat first, then we’ll wait and see. We’ll have that goulash.’

He was waiting for Jacek to come home, but he had probably spent the night at Masha’s. Zofia’s heart ached. And she knew they couldn’t go back to Poland like the Marks. Jews were not welcome anywhere on German-occupied soil, and she still remembered the bone-aching misery of the winter exodus from Poland and leaving those they loved behind. Not to mention the horrifying scene at the border, which had sent Jacek over the edge, and from which he had never quite recovered.

She kindled a fire and got out the tail-end of the loaf to cut it while the stew heated.

‘I’ll get yesterday’s laundry in,’ she said, aiming for a cheerful tone. ‘It’s still on the line.’

She brushed the crumbs off the table and then went out of the back door.

The grating noise of engines in the street made her stop as if in suspension, listening, the pegs gripped in her hands and the coldness of the fresh sheets damp against her blouse. Shouts and running footsteps. She whipped round as two soldiers in khaki uniforms with the red flash on the collar staved in the front door with the butts of their rifles. They were inside before she could even put the sheets in the basket. Another four swarmed after them into the house, and she let the sheets drop, aghast at the sheer brutal speed of it all.

‘Wait! Stop!’ Her limbs had finally caught up with her eyes. She ran, tripping and stumbling up the stairs. At the top, she took in the scatter of books on the table and the floor.

Uncle Tata was white-faced with a cut across his forehead. While two of them held him, they ransacked the house like a tornado, throwing open the doors of the cupboards, smashing china, hurling books off the shelves to the floor like righteous zealots overturning the tables at the temple.

What was it all for? Against such a frenzy, all Zofia could do was press herself against the kitchen wall.

‘Downstairs.’ One of the soldiers, a youth of about seventeen, ordered her uncle to move with a jerk of his rifle.

‘He’s done nothing!’ she shouted, putting herself in their way. ‘Your parents would be ashamed of you!’

She saw a moment of doubt in his eyes as she confronted him, but he was swept up by the zeal of the other Russian boys as they pushed her aside and by sheer force of numbers dragged Uncle Tata downstairs.

‘Intelligentsiya!’ they yelled, like it was an insult. Children in grown-up bodies, they were acting like it was some sort of game, with all the cruelty and malice of the playground. Except they were young ruddy-faced men full of vigour and strength.

Uncle Tata could do nothing, and he knew it, so he went quietly, head bowed, his expression ashamed that his usual classroom authority had been turned against him. She hid her rage. She was young and strong, but what could she do against six men and their rifles with the bayonets already bared like teeth?

‘Jacek Kowalski. Where is he?’ another of them asked, as if she might actually tell them.

‘Not here, gone,’ Uncle Tata shouted.

Thank heaven Jacek wasn’t home because he’d have swung for them and ended up dead. Jacek was a wild fighter, and these days his anger was like a volcano under a thin crust, ready to erupt and scorch everything it touched.

‘Find him,’ mouthed Uncle Tata as he was pulled away at rifle point. ‘Get out of Lithuania.’ The door was hanging off its hinges and impeded their stumbling exit. ‘You’re a good girl, Zofia,’ he shouted. ‘Don’t hang around here. Go make something of yourself.’

But he didn’t look back, and she felt his burning humiliation that he could do nothing but be dragged to heel like a dog.

One of the soldiers saw her stare and turned, pressing the cold tongue of his bayonet to her throat. ‘Your house?’ he said, his eyes boring into hers, ‘is ours now.’

She nodded, but kept her head high.

‘You too.’ The smile was predatory.

She shook her head and glared back at him with more courage than she felt. Besides, she couldn’t speak; her voice had got lost inside her throat.

She blinked back salt water as Tata was put onto the truck; all down the street men were being taken. Each truck was accompanied by one full of Russian soldiers. The young one who challenged her spat at her feet before they rumbled away.

What to do? Her mind wouldn’t work.

She saw the woman from across the road drag her small daughter out of the house, a heavy suitcase in her other hand. Both were wearing thick winter coats despite the blazing sun. The mother’s hand was clamped tight to the daughter so the little girl’s face was screwed up with pain as she was hauled along.

‘Where are you going?’ Zofia shouted.

‘The railway station. I can’t stay here with no protection. They’re savages. Just savages.’

Zofia wished she could go too. Should she go? She didn’t want to be there when the soldiers came back. But there was Jacek. She couldn’t go anywhere without him because she was tied to him by blood and a shared thread of history she could never explain to anyone else.

‘Go make something of yourself.’ What did Tata mean, and why wasn’t she enough just as she was?

The woman was further down the road now. Zofia watched her in a panic of indecision. Another roar of engine noise and she ducked back inside the gate just as the truck full of helmeted soldiers stopped beside her neighbour and the little girl.

There was no noise, no shots, no fuss. They hoisted them up and the truck drove off.

Their suitcase was left standing forlornly by the side of the road. Zofia’s legs began to shake. Her first crazy thought was it was a good thing they took their coats.

Her second thought was I’ve got to find Jacek.




Chapter 2

Zofia rifled through the bags in their tiny room.

Think, Zofia, think.

Her canvas bag was packed, it always was. Experience had told her to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice, because time had a habit of running out when you least expected it. But Jacek had nothing with him. Where was he? She reckoned he wouldn’t be so foolish as to go to work, so he had to be at Masha’s. She’d try there first.

Masha worked at the hairdresser’s and with all this upheaval she probably wasn’t at work either. A moment of impatience while she wondered what Jacek saw in her. Masha shared none of his interests, and Zofia was faintly afraid of Masha’s parents, who always looked down on her, as if being educated was a personal insult against them. Still, she’d have to go to her house and try to find him.

Zofia dragged her only winter coat, a blueish tweed, over her print dress and cardigan before filling a side pocket with matches. Thinking fast, she stuffed a knapsack with Jacek’s underwear, vest, trousers, a few other shirts, passport, and paper qualifications. As an afterthought she shoved in the enamelled cigarette tin where he kept his favourite photographs of the other girls he’d dated, none of them remotely like Masha. His best fountain pen was there on the dining table, and this she slipped into her coat pocket.

She grabbed a fork, a small sharp one, for a weapon. They might need protection. Not that she couldn’t cope in a fist fight – as a child Jacek had taught her a wrestling game called biadować. At home in Poland it was fought usually by village boys and young men. Jacek had always been bigger and heavier, but she had learned to hold her own mostly by dint of quick reactions and playing dirty.

Still, the Russian men were like dogs on heat. The fork might be useful, and she could say it was for eating. She thrust it down into her bag.

Uncle Tata’s best black suit hung on the back of the door and hurriedly she picked through the pockets, her blood still fizzing with adrenaline. No money, but an old string of pearls with a diamond clasp that used to belong to her mother. Uncle Tata had treasured these pearls as a kind of insurance when they fled Poland, and she clutched their cool weight for a moment before adding them to her bulging pocket.

There was already a collection of small objects there, what she called her ‘souvenirs’, small things that would never be missed, lost things that had been left behind. A past she could cling to.

What else? Her mind was racing and she threw open drawers, looking for anything useful. A ball of string. Might she need that? She raided the Marks’s rooms and came out with a selection of dog-eared maps of Lithuania and Russia, and a Russian phrase book.

Finally, she could fit no more in her bag and had to admit that she really had no idea what would be useful and what wouldn’t; she could only guess. As she left, feet crunching on broken china, she made an attempt to prop up the door, though she was certain this wouldn’t stop the Russians if they decided to return.

The streets were quiet, and the fact they were so still and silent made the birdsong seem even louder. Her senses prickled, alert for any kind of noise, in case more soldiers should come and pick her up the way they had taken her neighbour.

She passed the primary school at the end of the street but it was closed. No children were playing outside, the playground deserted.

A young woman in her slippers was staring at a notice on the door. ‘Closed until further notice, that’s what it says,’ she yelled at Zofia. ‘Bloody stupid! I’ve two children causing merry hell. How am I supposed to run my laundry business with those two under my feet all day?’

‘Why’s it closed?’ Zofia called.

‘Don’t you know? They took the teachers, every last one. Even Mrs Kalicinski who runs the kindergarten. Anyone they suspect might spread ideas that are Lithuanian and not Russian.’

Zofia left the woman still staring at the notice, her arms folded in disgust. Zofia’s footsteps rang loud on the broken paving slabs as she lugged the two bags down the street, one on her back, the other weighing down her arm. Please let Jacek be all right.

To get to Masha’s she had to cross the park by Perkūno alėja. Masha’s house was in a poor area of town. She’d always thought Masha a sly weasel of a girl, not good enough for her brother, but she’d guessed he’d tire of her pretty soon and find someone else. But he’d sensed Zofia’s disapproval, which had made him even more determined to stick with Masha, and at the same time she’d felt sorry for Masha, in case she thought Jacek really cared for her.

She avoided the narrow alley alongside the park and started to cross by the central path, but felt too exposed. She’d go around the edge rather than across the middle. As she walked, close to the hedge, the shadows of the trees by the path, all in full leaf, were moving strangely, swaying the way they shouldn’t, and it took her a moment to recognize what the shadows were. The trees had been used to hang people. The bodies were turning in the slight breeze.

They must all be dead. This she understood suddenly, like a punch. They’d been left dangling all night. Her stomach clenched, but the further she walked on trembling legs, the more corpses she saw, until she was no longer surprised to see them.

She had to pass close to one of the bodies as she went out of the gate. And though she warned herself not to, she couldn’t help but look. A woman, one cream leather shoe lying on the grass under her bare foot, her coat half off her shoulders. The clothes were familiar. That brown tweed skirt and pink knitted cardigan. An involuntary sound came out of Zofia’s mouth and she pressed one hand over it to silence herself. The woman was her supervisor at the library, Mrs Wozniak.

The flies were gathering already around her body. She couldn’t be dead, couldn’t be.

The thought made Zofia so dizzy she had to stop and put down her bags so she could bend double and rub her fists against her eyes. She turned to look again. Definitely Mrs Wozniak. They’d been filing the stock cards together only yesterday and talking of her daughter’s school lunch and how it was always beef, beets and barley on Tuesdays.

Where was the daughter? Who was caring for her now? Zofia felt bile rise as if she was about to vomit. She grabbed her bag and stumbled as fast as she could down the side of the park, terrified someone would see her and consign her to the same fate.

As she got to the end of the path she stopped and dropped to a crouch. Down the street a group of soldiers were shooting at the door of the church. Their talk was in Russian dialect and the accent thick, but it was the language of violence that she understood immediately. She retreated back into the hedge until they’d bludgeoned the door open and gone inside.

She waited, unsure whether to go forward or back, her breath shallow in her throat, until the Jesuit priest in his black robes was dragged out by his underarms and loaded into a truck. His usually florid face was the colour of white porcelain, but at least he was alive, unlike the others.

She felt the aura of the hangings like a deep buzz inside her ears. Zofia licked her dry lips and crawled back against the shadow of the hedge, praying for the Russian truck to drive away and wondering if the families of the hanged people would come to cut them down, or whether they were too afraid to even do that.

When the Russians drove off in a cloud of exhaust fumes, she exhaled and ran in a half-crouch all the way to Masha’s house. Parched weeds grew in the paving stones by their front door. Her hammering brought no one until the curtain next to the door twitched. Zofia banged on the window. ‘It’s me, Zofia! Open the door.’

Masha’s father opened it and grabbed an arm to haul her inside. Zofia’s bag wedged tight against the door jamb and she had to yell to stop him wrenching her arm from its socket.

‘Stop shouting,’ he said, gripping her arm with bruising fingers.

She almost fell into the dark hall. Jacek and Masha came out to stare.

‘They took Uncle Tata,’ was all she could manage. ‘The Russians. They took him.’

‘When?’ Jacek was on his feet. ‘Where?’

‘How the hell do I know? They just came with guns and put him in a truck. He left everything behind, even his best suit.’

‘But where’ve they taken him?’

‘I keep telling you, I don’t know. The door’s broken and there’s no one left at the Marks’s house.’ She paused, afraid her voice would turn into a sob. ‘They said … they said they’ll come back later. The Russians, I mean.’ She was incoherent, trying to get the words out.

‘Bastards. Why have they taken him?’ Jacek’s gaze searched hers wildly now, hoping for a different answer, one that would change everything back.

‘They were yelling Intelligentsiya.’

‘Get inside,’ Mr Romaska said. ‘Out of the hall. I need to lock the door.’

They went into the tiny parlour, where Masha’s mother was pounding mashed potatoes in a pan, and Masha’s younger sister, Mariya, was colouring a picture with the wax crayons laid out on the table.

‘Why didn’t you come home?’ Zofia asked Jacek, unable to keep the blame from her voice. ‘You should’ve been there.’

‘And that would have been a fine thing, to have Jacek taken too,’ Masha said. ‘He slept here in the parlour, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘I don’t care about you and your sleeping arrangements! What does it matter when you can be arrested for nothing at all!’

‘Who d’you think you are? Don’t you speak to Masha like that.’ Masha’s father stuck out his chin and took a threatening step towards her. ‘Jan Edelmann came to tell us they were rounding up any men on the streets. We thought it was safer for Masha and Jacek indoors.’

‘Well, it’s not,’ Zofia said. ‘They just broke in our door like it was matchwood. And they did the same to the Church of St Mary Magdalene. I saw them take Father Damian.’

‘Best stay indoors, then,’ Masha’s father said. ‘And give them time. I know how these things work. There’ll be a bit of fuss, then it will all go back to business as usual.’

‘Tata was right,’ Zofia said. ‘We need to get out of Lithuania.’

Masha exchanged a look with Jacek and went to perch on the arm of the sofa, where Jacek grabbed hold of her hand.

‘You needn’t think you’re going anywhere.’ Mrs Romaska slammed down the potato pan. A large woman with hair bleached blonde as straw and an indomitable expression, she was the person Masha would become in another twenty years.

‘You can’t stop me,’ Masha said. Her voice held a challenge that made everyone silent.

The father, who had been watching this play out with narrowed eyes, turned to Jacek. ‘Enough argy-bargy. I think it best if you and your sister go home. We never promised you more than one night, and you have to see it’s dangerous for us to have you here. If they took your uncle, they could be after you too. Or any one of us. We didn’t think, see? Putting up someone from the paper is too risky. Hell, it’s not safe now to have anti-Soviet opinions.’

‘Anti-Soviet opinions?’ Zofia asked. ‘So we’re supposed to just let people be taken and say nothing about it?’

Jacek glared at her. ‘Shut up, sis. I can speak for myself.’ He stood to square off against Masha’s father. ‘You didn’t feel that way last June when I spoke up for the workers at your factory, though, did you? Remember? When head office in Russia wanted to offer less pay for the same job and I wrote an opinion piece in the paper, saying it was a shoddy trick to play on working men. I don’t remember you complaining about my opinions then.’

Zofia put a restraining hand on Jacek’s shoulder but he slapped it away. Antagonizing Masha’s father would do them no good.

‘My Masha’s not getting mixed up in this. Not with people like you – people who can’t see which way things are going. Even if you do work for the paper or the bloody library. It’s time for the common people to have some say. That’s what the Russians believe.’

‘The library’s gone,’ Masha’s mother said flatly. ‘The Russkies emptied it yesterday and burned all the books. They started with the Yiddish ones, then got excited by the flames and burned the rest.’ Her eyes took on a gleam, and Zofia tried not to let her words hurt. ‘Eloise came to tell me,’ Mrs Romaska said with satisfaction. ‘She saw the bonfire from her doorstep.’

‘And she didn’t do anything? Didn’t try to stop them?’

Mrs Romaska rolled her eyes. ‘What do you think? Did you try to stop them when they took your uncle?’

Zofia clamped her fingers into the folds of her dress, as if holding on to something would anchor her to reality. The picture of Mrs Wozniak hanging from the tree kept appearing in front of her eyes, so vivid it could never be erased.

Her uncle was gone, the last proper adult of her life. She couldn’t take it in, the enormity of it. It was as if Uncle Tata somehow bore all the memories that tied her to her parents and her Polish childhood.

‘Didn’t they tell you where they were taking him?’ Jacek said.

‘No. They don’t talk, do they? Just shove their bayonets in your face.’ Why did he keep asking? ‘We can’t go back there to the Marks’s. The Russians will come. They said so, and I believe them. I brought your things.’ She dumped his bag on the rug next to him. ‘We have to get out, like Tata said.’

‘You’re going nowhere, my girl.’ Mr Romaska fixed Masha with an intimidating look. Masha was strangely silent. Her face was without expression. When she saw them all looking at her, she just shook her head.

‘See.’ Mrs Romaska was adamant. ‘Like he says, we don’t want no risks. So I’m sorry, but we’re asking you to go.’ She picked up Jacek’s bag and thrust it towards him.

His face incredulous, Jacek took it. He turned to Masha. ‘You said if it ever happened then we’d stick by one another.’

‘I need to think,’ Masha said. ‘It’s all happened quicker than I thought.’

‘If we go together, I’ll take care of you,’ pleaded Jacek. ‘I promise. We always said that no matter the differences between us … won’t you come with me?’

Zofia gripped her skirt tighter. I’ll take care of you. That was what Jacek had said to her at school, because he was the bigger one. And he’d sworn they’d never be separated. But since they came to Lithuania he’d sometimes pushed her away, called her ‘kid’, even though they were twenty-two years old. And though she knew he loved her underneath, since meeting Masha he’d grown to be a stranger. She couldn’t decide if she was glad or sorry that Masha was now shaking her head.

‘She’s not Jewish like us. And you can’t blame her if she’s scared,’ Zofia said.

Masha cast her a look of such derision it almost scorched. It brought Zofia up short, showed her a Masha she didn’t know existed. Zofia took hold of Jacek by the arm. ‘Come on.’

‘We can go together.’ Jacek was still looking at Masha for some sort of reply, but Masha was looking stubbornly at the floor and wouldn’t meet his gaze. Jacek drew himself up with effort, trying not to show how much the rejection hurt. ‘I see. Well, I guess that’s goodbye.’

Zofia felt the tension in his stomach as if it were her own. Then, in a brief flurry of movement, Jacek shouldered his pack and shot out of the house like a tiger let loose from a cage.

Zofia hoisted up her own bag and blundered after him, letting the door slam behind her, and he was twenty yards ahead of her already, striding up the road towards the park.

‘Jacek! Wait.’ She didn’t want him to see those people hanging from the trees.

But he didn’t stop and she had to run, panting, up behind him to grab his arm.

‘Let go.’ He shook her off and kept walking.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To the offices. The paper.’

‘No.’ She was at his shoulder. ‘The Russians’ll go there. I know they will.’

‘There’s nowhere else. I need to speak to my boss, find out what’s going on.’

‘Uncle Tata said we need to leave Lithuania. He made me promise.’

‘I’m not leaving. It’s all messed up. I was all right at Masha’s until you ruined it all.’

‘It’s not my fault. I had to come. I didn’t want you going back to the Marks’s house and getting rounded up as well.’

He ignored her, loping forward, his knapsack bumping against his back. At the park gates he took two steps forward but then stopped. He was still a moment. She saw his shoulders’ rapid rise and fall, as if he couldn’t suck in enough air.

Then he turned. ‘We’ll go another way,’ he said, pulling her by the arm.

‘I know,’ she said, resisting his pull. ‘I saw it earlier. It’s why we have to leave.’

‘I can’t do it again,’ he said, his voice choked. ‘I’m not going over a border and having to do all that again.’

He meant kill someone. He hadn’t been able to let go of it, even after all these months. It still haunted him, as if he would run away from himself if he could.

He was already walking away, hurrying towards the offices of his paper, The Kaunas Star, a square art deco building, all curved concrete and glass, just off the main square. The place was deserted, with nobody passing on the pavements, no cars parked at the kerb. The empty street made Zofia’s stomach contract in warning. A sudden distant rattle of gunfire caused her to recoil and duck, but Jacek kept on hurrying forward, intent.

As they approached the front of the building, Jacek slowed to look up. Now they were nearer, it was obvious that many of the windows on the second floor were broken, leaving jagged black holes. A red banner had been nailed across the door, and a notice affixed to it.

There was something daubed in red on the white stucco. It was the sign of the hammer and sickle. If they’d done this to the main paper, what would they do to the Jewish ones? In his spare time Jacek was an editor for the Jewish weekly Apzvalga – for members of the Jewish Fighters’ Association, a Lithuanian paper campaigning against the increasing anti-Semitism.

She went to touch Jacek on the shoulder. ‘Let’s go.’

He pushed her off. ‘I need to read the notice.’

She let him stride away, helpless, and watched as he scrutinized it.

He returned towards her, his expression dark, and in answer to her questioning look recited: ‘These premises have been closed down and will be repurposed for the State. It’s written in both Lithuanian and Russian. D’you think they’ve taken Mr Vilkas? He’s an old man, he worked there more than twenty years.’

Zofia tried to haul him away. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here. It’s too exposed on the street. Besides, we have to think what to do if you’re not going to work tomorrow.’

He stopped short and looked at her with a realization in his eyes that made her catch her breath. He reached out his arms to grab her in a tight hug. It was a moment before she realized that his shaking chest meant he was trying to hold back his sobs.

The world had changed and there was nothing on earth they could do to change it back.
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