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From early infancy onward we all incorporate into

our lives the messages we receive concerning our

self-worth or lack of self-worth. This sense of value

is to be found beneath our actions and feelings as a

tangled network of self-perception.

—Christina Baldwin

There are many ways of breaking a heart. Stories

are full of hearts broken by love, but what really

breaks a heart is taking away its dream—whatever

that dream might be.

—Pearl S. Buck




Chapter 1

Helsinki, May 1943

The policewoman stood on the corner of the crowded marketplace, staring at a little girl with long legs and curly toffee-blond hair. The child sang a popular German refrain with high-pitched fervor. “Wie einst, Lili Marlene, wie einst, Lili Marlene.” (My Lili of the lamplight, my own Lili Marlene.)

Suppressing a smile, the policewoman observed the little girl standing with feet slightly apart, hand outstretched to receive what coins the shoppers could afford. An orange cardigan accentuated her long neck and the high cheekbones of her pale face. She kept adjusting black-rimmed glasses that slipped down her nose. 

This was a mere child, at the most five years old. Is there no adult accompanying her? The policewoman studied the crowd. 

The officer approached the little singer. “Are you here alone?” 

A shy smile came and went on the child’s face. Her eyes, dark like bitter chocolate, were wary behind thick glasses that detracted from her prettiness. She nodded, causing her glasses to slide again.

“Where’s your mother?”

She waved in the general direction of the street. “My mamma’s there.”

The policewoman creased her brow. “Why aren’t you with your mother?”

“Mamma doesn’t want me with her.” 

That’s odd. “How old are you?”

She held up four fingers. “I’m…this old” 

“You’re four years old?”

“Uh-huh. Almost five.” 

“Why are you singing in the street? Does your mamma know you’re begging?”

The girl shook her head vigorously, her shoulder-length curls dancing. “I don’t beg.” She stamped her foot. “My mamma says it’s bad to beg. I’m not bad. I sing so I get money to take the yellow tram home.” 

She speaks Finnish with a slight accent, the vowels not so open. Her mother tongue is probably Swedish. She gazed into the girl’s palm. It contained two one-penny copper coins. Poor kid, she’s not going far on so little money. 

“Where do you live, little girl?”

“There.” Again she waved a tiny hand toward the city center. “At the end of the yellow tram line.”

“Can you show me where you live if I take you?”

The child raised her shoulders and made a movement with her head, which might have been “yes” or “no.”

“What’s your name?”

“Mamma says not to tell strangers.”

“Your mamma is right.” She tugged at the lapel of her uniform jacket. “I’m a policewoman, so you can tell me.” 

“I’m Leini.”

“Leini? That’s a pretty name.” The policewoman studied the small group of people drawn close by the interaction. What’s your family name? Your second name?” she added, in case Leini didn’t understand “family name.”

The girl looked at her from under her brow, mistrust in those dark eyes. She shook her head while she played with a strand of hair, twirling it between forefinger and middle finger.

The policewoman smiled. “My name is Tuula Heinonen.” Perhaps this will help. “Now you know mine.” She cocked her head to the side. “Please tell me yours.”

A fleeting smile crossed the child’s lips, and she held out her hand to shake. “I’m Leini Ruth Bauman.” 

Tuula took the slim hand and held it in her own. She searched the crowd, hoping to spot the mother. 

“I have an idea,” Tuula said and pointed at a phone booth across the market square. “Let’s have a look in the phone book to see if I can find your address, so I can take you home.”

Leini gazed at her with eyes too serious for a small child. Making up her mind, she stuck her hand in Tuula’s. “Let’s.” 

Adjusting her pace to Leini’s, Tuula pushed through the throng of people. Her ears caught snippets of conversations from the cacophony of Swedish, Finnish and the occasional word in Russian, mingled in with an organ grinder’s tune. She glanced at the crowd, mainly women and children, here and there an elderly man or a very young boy among them. Every able-bodied man was now defending Finland against the Russian army. 

Holding the door for Leini, Tuula followed her inside the booth. “Here’s the phonebook.” She glanced at the girl’s upturned face. “Now, let’s see. Bal, Bar, Bas. Ah, here.” She kept talking to reassure Leini. “Hmm. There are several Baumans.” Tuula caressed Leini’s head, the hair silky under her hand. “What’s your father’s name?”

“Papi.”

Tuula laughed low in her throat. Have to try something else. “Well, there’s no ‘Papi’ listed. Does he have another name?”

“No, just Papi.”

“What’s your mother’s name?”

“Mamma Mira.”

“Good girl.” She ran her finger down the column of Baumans…. Herman, Markus, Oskar, Pertti. “There! I found it—Robert and Mira.” She gazed at Leini. “Does it sound right?”

“Uh-huh, Papi Robert and Mamma Mira.”

Tuula wrote the address on a scrap of paper and pushed open the door. “It’s not far.”

Taking Leini by the hand, she crossed the short distance to the nearby tram stop. While they waited for their transportation, Tuula gazed at the market. In between frequent bombardments by Russian planes, people gathered at the marketplace to meet friends, gossip, to break the isolation the war imposed. The abundance of fruits and berries, all the produce the short Finnish summer afforded, was a mere memory. Shortage was part of the reality of war Tuula had grown accustomed to. 

It used to be so different before the war. Vendors’ stalls then crowded the marketplace, leaving narrow paths for shoppers. Now with the war raging, only a few stalls stood close together, which left most of the cobble-stoned space unoccupied. Instead of more than a hundred flower and vegetable booths there were now a scant fifteen. Beggars held out their tin cups in which a penny or two rattled along with a few peas and radishes. Tuula sighed. It was all so sad. 

She found the display of carrots, potatoes, turnips and red beets formed into pyramids a pleasure for the eye, but she also knew they were so arranged to create the illusion of plenitude, when in fact the merchandise was limited. The fish stands held a few Baltic herring, that was all. 

Again Tuula sighed. After four years of penury, she was used to doing without, like the other inhabitants of Helsinki. Eggs, sugar and dairy products, even bread, were luxuries she preferred not to think about. Most of what the land grew, along with meat, went to the frontlines to those brave men who fought to keep their twenty-six-year-old nation free and safe.

Everybody in the marketplace was there for a reason. The same one for everyone—to learn the latest about the Finno-Russian front and to exchange news about the war in Europe. Faces were somber, the Waffen SS’s attack on the Warsaw ghetto in April still fresh on their minds. Frequently, eyes searched the blue sky, their ears strained for the sound of the dreaded alarm that signaled yet another Russian air strike was imminent.

Tuula sat on the hard bench next to Leini as the tram wound its way along the shore, sunrays dancing on the waters of the Baltic Sea. They passed a deep crater and a heap of rubble, all that remained after Russian bombs took down a five-story building during one of their night raids. Her thoughts wandered to the Winter War, which broke out when the Soviet Union attacked Finland in late November 1939, three months after the start of World War II. To Tuula, as to most Finns, it was a source of comfort that this attack was judged completely illegal, and the USSR was expelled from the League of Nations. Finland fought with valor. She held out until March 1940, when she signed a peace treaty with the Soviet Union. But peace wasn’t lasting; in June 1941 the Russians attacked again, starting the Continuation War they were now fighting. 

The tram slowed. They disembarked, and Tuula found the street.

“There’s my home,” Leini said, pointing at a door boarded in wood paneling, the glass inlay shattered from the shockwave of bombs. Once inside the vast entry hall, Tuula glanced at an unmanned desk, bearing witness of times when the apartment building had a doorman. She pushed the button to the lift.

Leini tugged at her skirt. “It’s broken. We walk.”

Tuula sighed. “You’re right, we walk.” She took Leini’s hand, and they climbed the stairs to the fifth floor.

To the right of the stairs, Leini pointed at the door with a brass plate, “Bauman.” Tuula rang the bell. 

When the door opened, Tuula’s first impression was of a woman in her late twenties, shorter than average; the multicolored housecoat cinched at her waist couldn’t hide her flat breasts and flaring hips. Her jet-black hair, pulled off her face, revealed a high forehead with a widow’s peak, a strong jaw, and large, very dark eyes much like Leini’s. The woman’s lips, painted bright red, created a sharp contrast to her pale silken skin. 

* * *

As the doorbell rang, Mira’s brow furrowed in several horizontal creases, irritation vibrant inside at being disturbed. She glanced at the meat-and-vegetable soup simmering on the stove. After she turned off the gas and wiped her hands on a towel, she took a deep puff of the cigarette smoldering in an ashtray and crossed the small sitting room to the entry hall. 

Mira sucked air into her lungs at the sight of the child and fought the urge to slam the door. She glared at the woman who clutched the child’s hand. Leaning over Leini, Mira grabbed her arm. 

Leini winced and tried to pull away. 

“You hopeless number,” Mira hissed. “Where have you been?” 

Leini twisted her arm back and forth. “Mamma, you’re hurting me.” 

Letting go of Leini, she turned to the policewoman and made a supreme effort to paste a pleasant smile on her face.

“I’m Mira Bauman. Thank you for finding my daughter. She wanders away. Does it often.”

Tuula introduced herself. “Yes, she was alone, singing at the marketplace. I took it upon myself to bring her home. Your daughter is lovely.”

“You don’t know the half of it. She’s a little monster. In the company of people she’s all right. At home with me she’s quite a handful.” 

The look in Tuula’s eyes told Mira that she’d said too much. Using a more pleasant tone, Mira apologized for Leini’s behavior. 

“No trouble. We enjoyed her singing, but she’s much too young to be in the streets on her own.” Smiling at Leini, Tuula bent to touch the child’s cheek with the back of her hand. “There could be a bombardment any minute. Then what would she do? She doesn’t seem to know where she lives. I looked in the phone book for your address.” 

“She’d manage. She always does,” Mira said, a slight quaver in her voice. She clasped her hands to keep them from shaking at the thought that, yet again, here was Leini, looking dumb as usual with her mouth half open, those horrid glasses magnifying eyes. Her beseeching gaze and stooping shoulders only infuriated Mira more. 

Struggling to keep her voice calm, tamping down a lid on her anger for now, Mira thanked Tuula for her help and dismissed the woman. She pulled the door closed with one hand while she held it back with the other not to slam it in Tuula’s face.

Mira glared at the child, this accident from the early days of her marriage to Robert. She’d planned on having children, someday—but certainly not so soon. It was too much for her to handle—the loneliness, the responsibility of Leini, food so scarce, fear of bomb attacks a constant presence. During three years of marriage, she and Robert lived together only one year. His country claimed him, and she was saddled with this girl born on the dawn of the Winter War. 

* * *

Before Leini could slink into the bedroom they shared, Mamma grabbed the back of her cardigan, yanking her into the living room. Fearing Mamma would pull her hair or pinch her ear as she sometimes did, Leini fought the urge to hide her head in her hand. She stood facing her mother, arms dangling by her sides as Mamma muttered, “You should have stayed lost.” 

“But Mamma, I love you.” Leini’s throat burned from sobs she tried to hold in. “I love you, I love you.” 

Grandma Britta and Grandpa often said “I love you” to Leini. Mamma didn’t, but maybe if Leini kept saying it very often, Mamma would say the words one day. 

“Well, too bad, because I don’t love you. I never wanted you.” Mamma’s hands trembled.

Now Mamma’s very angry at me. 

Mamma lit a cigarette and exhaled the smoke in Leini’s face, making her cough.

“Why don’t you want me, Mamma?” 

“Your papi wanted you, not me.” A spray from Mamma’s mouth hit Leini in the face. 

“Please, Mamma, please don’t be angry with me. I’ll be good. I’ll do anything you want.” Silent tears rolled from her eyes, leaving trickles of wetness on her cheeks. Sobbing would only make Mamma angrier, she knew. Her hand twined a strand of hair. 

Mamma pulled Leini by the ear so hard she moaned. Leini whimpered as the lighted cigarette in Mamma’s hand grazed her cheek. Mamma grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her hard. “Stop that whining this minute.”

Marching Leini across the living room down the short hall, Mamma opened the door to the walk-in closet. She shoved Leini inside with such force that she stumbled on the threshold and fell to her knees, cutting them on the rough cement floor inside.

“Mamma! Mamma, please don’t leave me alone here in the dark. Please turn on the light.” Leini heard the lock click. Total darkness. For a long time she sat immobile on knees burning from the scrapes. 

Slowly, very carefully, she crawled forward until her head touched the back wall. Turning, she sat and leaned against the wall, cold and afraid. With knees pulled to her chest, arms hugging them for warmth and comfort, she rocked back and forth. She was thirsty. She was tired. She needed to pee.




Chapter 2

Helsinki, May 1943 

Tears trickled down Leini’s cheeks. It was so dark she couldn’t see a thing. She didn’t have a hankie, so she wiped her runny nose on the sleeve of her cardigan. Shivers of fear ripped through her body—maybe Mamma would forget her in the dark. Papi was far away in the war. She missed him so much. 

Her eyes grew heavy, so heavy she couldn’t keep them open. When she awoke she was lying curled into a ball on the hard cold floor, teeth clicking together. Her cheeks grew hot as her wet panties told the tale of peeing in her sleep. With the heels of her hands, she rubbed her eyes, which were burning from crying. Hard fingers of fear pinched inside her tummy. Now Mamma’s going to be angry again. Mamma always told her big girls didn’t pee in their sleep. Without a sound Leini wiggled out of the panties. Fumbling in the dark, she hid them in what she thought was a shoe and hoped her dress would cover her bare bottom.

Leini wondered what time it was. When Tuula brought her home from the market, the hands on the big grandfather clock had been past twelve o’clock. She didn’t quite know how to read the time, but Grandpa had shown her that twelve o’clock was when the long hand and the short hand on his pocket watch pointed together straight up. He held the watch very close to her face; when he pressed the button on the side, the lid jumped open and snapped against the tip of her nose. This always made her laugh, and Grandpa would tickle her under the chin and chortle along with her. 

Only the sound of Mamma’s steps reached her as she walked past the closet’s heavy door. It must be late because Leini’s stomach grumbled and hurt from hunger. She only had some slimy gruel with a dab of carrot jam and a cup of chamomile tea for breakfast. At the market, a lady behind one of the stalls gave her a raw carrot, a little stick of licorice and a mug of warm tea. And the lady had smiled and patted her head. 

A tear trickled down Leini’s cheek. If only Papi were here. He was away fighting the Russians. When he had last come home on leave, it was still so cold she had to wear those long, scratchy brown stockings. She had lots of fun with him. He took her to the playground and pushed her in the swing so high it tickled her stomach, and she’d screamed with laughter. They went to see a movie at his office where he used to work before the war. The movie was about a cat and a mouse. Leini didn’t like it very much because the cat was mean to the mouse, always chasing him, but she liked the music the cat played very fast on the piano. When Papi read to her, she sat on his lap, and it was like a nest, snug and comforting. Then Papi had to go back to fight the war, and she was sad, as if somebody took away the sun. Often, when she closed her eyes she couldn’t see his face very well, but she remembered he was big and had a booming voice. She could still feel him holding her face between his warm hands. Then a wave of good feelings came from inside, and she was so glad, it hurt inside her breast. 

The door to the closet burst opened. Leini’s arm flew up to shield her eyes from the sting of bright light. Peeking over her arm, she saw everything as a blur because her glasses had fallen off when Mamma pushed her inside. 

“Come out of there, now,” Mamma said. “Think you’ve learned your lesson?”

Leini didn’t quite know what lesson Mamma wanted her to learn, but she nodded with vigor. “Yes, Mamma.”

Mamma helped her find her glasses on the floor, polished them with the handkerchief she always kept in the sleeve of her dress and put them on Leini. She brushed Leini’s hair off her face and, with an arm around her shoulders, gave her a quick squeeze. Glancing at Mamma, who looked straight ahead not at her, Leini pressed her body close, but Mamma snatched away her arm. Leini shivered; it was cold when Mamma took away her arm. 

“You must be hungry. Let’s wash your hands. Then we’ll eat.” While she talked, Mamma led her to the bathroom, turned on the water tap and took the towel off the hook, which was too high for Leini to reach. Mamma left her to wash and dry her hands. On tiptoe, as quietly as she could, Leini sneaked into the closet, found her panties where she’d stuffed them in a shoe. She dashed into the bathroom and flushed them down the toilet. A rush of relief washed over her as she followed Mamma into the kitchen. Now Mamma couldn’t find the panties. 

Glancing across the long and narrow kitchen at the window, Leini was disappointed—there were no pigeons on the window sill like there used to be. Maybe they know I have no food to give them, so they don’t come anymore. Mamma was busy by the gas stove next to the sink. She had set the table for two on the white wax cloth with red dots. 

Before Papi went away, their apartment was much bigger than the two rooms and kitchen that Mamma and she now used. The other rooms they had to keep closed, because Mamma said they couldn’t heat all of the apartment. There wasn’t enough charcoal, and the two of them didn’t need all that space anyway, Mamma said. At the end of the corridor there was a sitting room, bedroom and bath. When the war was over and Papi came home, they would open them, and those would be Leini’s rooms. Mamma and Papi’s bedroom was much larger than the maid’s room Leini now shared with Mamma. Next to the big bedroom was Papi’s den. After the big living room was the dining room. 

Mamma sat. Leini wiggled onto the wooden chair until her feet were under the table. She didn’t like this chair. The seat was hard and the slats poked her in the back when she leaned against them. Mamma pointed at the soup tureen in the middle of the table. “This is a treat. I queued for this stringy piece of meat for an hour. It cost me five coupons and a lot of money.” She broke small pieces of dark rye bread into Leini’s portion of meat soup, to stretch the meager meal. 

“Eat and don’t waste a morsel.” Mamma swallowed a spoonful and sighed. “Now I’m all out of coupons.”

Leini knew coupons were important. If they didn’t have any, they couldn’t get butter or bread or sugar. Even with coupons they couldn’t get much. Mamma called it rationing and said it was because of the Russians, who wanted to take away their country. 

Mamma was listening to the man on the radio. Leini heard him say everybody had to make an effort to save the Homeland. 

“Will the Russians take away our home?” Leini asked. She twirled a strand of hair around her fingers. 

“They will if they can.” 

Mamma’s voice was sharp; it made Leini shiver. 

“Who knows what they’ll do.” 

The food warmed her. Leini spooned the soup and bread into her mouth, careful not to spill even a drop, which would make Mamma angry. She wanted to say she was sorry for being a bad girl, but the words caught in her throat. She didn’t understand if she’d been bad because she sang in the market or because she didn’t disappear as Mamma wanted. With watchful eyes Leini looked at her across the table. Mamma’s head was bent over the plate. She seemed far away, stirring the spoon in a small helping of soup and vegetables, mumbling under her breath, as Leini heard her do so many times. Around and around she stirred with the spoon. Leini didn’t see her eat anything after the first mouthful.

Mamma stopped moving the spoon and took a sip of water. 

Leini swung her legs back and forth under the table. The heel of her shoe caught the leg of her chair with a noisy bang. It broke the heavy silence in the kitchen. 

Mamma dropped the spoon, which made a loud clang against the plate. She shoved the dish to the side, gazing at Leini, eyes half-closed, the corners of her mouth turned down. 

“We’re leaving Helsinki tomorrow morning.” 

Leini stared at her. “Mamma?” She didn’t understand this. They never went anywhere. 

“Yes. We have to leave Helsinki. It’s no longer safe. The bombings happen all the time, night and day. We could be killed.” Mamma sighed, a loud whoosh. “I only found out when Grandpa called this afternoon to tell me he got tickets for the last train out of Helsinki.” 

“We are leaving Helsinki?” Leini asked.

“Yes! I just said so.”

Leini jumped at Mamma’s loud voice and blinked to hold back the tears.

“Hurry and finish your soup. I want you in bed early. I’ve got packing to do and I don’t want you underfoot. We have to leave first thing in the morning.”

“This is our home,” Leini said, a tremor in her voice. “Where are we going?”

“Ask your grandpa. He’s made all the arrangements.”

“Is Grandpa coming with us?”

“Yes,” Mamma said. “He and Grandma Britta,” she added in a low voice.

“And Grandma Britta?” Leini beamed.

“Yes. Yes. Yes!” Mamma shouted. “Grandma Britta, too.” Her hand shook as she held a lit match to the cigarette between her lips.

“And Karl? I want him to come, too.”

“Karl can’t come. He’s in the military, doing desk work at the hospital here in Helsinki. You know that.” 

“I forget.” Leini’s throat grew tight that Karl wasn’t coming. 

After she helped Mamma do the few dishes, Leini undressed alone in the bathroom. She washed with water so cold her teeth ached when she brushed them. The chill air in the bedroom made her shiver, so she hurried to put on her white flannel pajamas with the tiny pink roses. She buttoned each button on the top, careful to get each in the right hole. Then she pulled on the pajama bottom, tucking the top inside the elastic band for warmth. She hated the pajamas. They were stiff and made her skin itch. For her fourth birthday, Grandma Britta gave her a nightgown in fine cotton, so soft and light like air, and it was yellow—Leini’s favorite color. Mamma said she wasn’t old enough to wear nightgowns. She hoped Mamma would let her wear it after she turned five.

Leini knelt by her bed and crossed her hands in prayer, whispering the words of “Our Father,” like Grandpa had taught her.

“God, keep my papi safe. Make me a good girl so Mamma loves me. Thank you. Amen.” She longed for a little sister or brother, but she no longer asked God to make the stork bring one. Mamma said the storks didn’t come to Finland because of the war. Leini decided she must wait until the war was over before she asked again. 

Leini wished Mamma would come to hear her prayers, but tonight, as on so many other nights, she was alone. Mamma didn’t tuck her in or wish her good night. After she took off her glasses, she laid them carefully on the table, which was between Mamma’s bed and her own. 

It was light outside when Leini crawled under the covers. She wriggled without disturbing the top sheet or blanket, liking to feel them hold her tight. With Maia, her rag doll, clutched against her breast she curled up in a ball, her back to the room. Her throat was tight; it ached from strange feelings she didn’t understand. Hugging Maia, she cried without making a sound.

What if Papi couldn’t find her once she left home?




Chapter 3

Helsinki, May 1943 

“Wake up, Leini.” Her voice harsh, Mamma shook her by the shoulder. “Hurry and get dressed.” 

Leini came instantly awake and sat in bed. She fumbled on the side table for her glasses and put them on. Mamma stood close, not in her usual housecoat, but wore a dress the color of sand. Her hair was combed off her forehead and twisted into a bun at the back of her head. Leini left her bed, whimpering from the chill in the room. The floor was so icy-cold she hopped from one foot to the other as she unbuttoned the pajama top. 

“We’ve got a train to catch so don’t diddle.” Mamma pointed at the clothes she’d laid out on her own bed for Leini to wear. “Get ready, then come have your breakfast.”

Leini poked at the clothes, mouth puckered as if she’d swallowed a nasty pill. “Oh no, Mamma. Not long stockings. They scratch.” 

“Don’t ‘No, Mamma’ me. It may not be warm in the north where we’re going, so do as you’re told. And make it snappy.” In the doorway, she turned. “If we miss this train, there won’t be another. This is our last chance out of Helsinki.”

Leini pulled at the elastic bands sewn on her undershirt, fastening them to buttons high on the thigh, back and front on each stocking. Most of the time the stockings puckered at the ankles and knees. And they made her skin itch. 

“Where are we going?” 

“To a godforsaken place called Veteli.”

“Where’s that?” Leini thought if she knew where they were going it would help Papi find her.

Mamma shrugged, turned her back and left the bedroom.

Fully dressed, Leini entered the kitchen and sat at the table with Maia squeezed under her arm. She stared at the gruel in front of her that Mamma had spooned into the bowl before she woke Leini. The slithery-slimy film covering it made her want to gag. The milk in the glass was so skimmed of cream it was bluish. 

“Eat,” Mamma grunted over her shoulder. She stood by the kitchen counter, a ray of early morning sunshine playing on her hands. With her back to the room, she wrapped pieces of bread, radishes and turnips in wax paper. “God only knows when and where we’ll eat again.” She poured yesterday’s leftover soup into two thermos flasks. 

Leini nibbled with stiff lips at a spoonful of gruel. “Mamma, where’s Vete…where we’re going?”

Mamma lit a cigarette. “Your grandpa’s rented rooms for us in a farmhouse in Veteli.” She spoke through a cloud of smoke as she put the wrapped food together with the flasks in a black-and-brown leather patchwork shopping bag. “It’s somewhere north, is all I know. You want to know more, ask your grandpa. He found this place and is paying for the train and our rent.” 

Leini gazed at Mamma’s back. She often said that if Grandpa didn’t pay for all they needed they wouldn’t have anything now that Papi was in the war. “Everybody’s gone.” Mamma’s lips trembled. She dried her eyes on a hankie. “First Papi is taken to the front, then only days later Karl, my only brother, is in the military, too. Now I have nobody.”

Leini wanted to take Mamma’s sadness away. “But you have me.”

Mamma’s mouth was like a trumpet as she snorted. 

Much as Leini tried to swallow the stale gruel, it stuck like paste to her palate. She took a sip of the thin milk. About to put down the glass, something funny happened to her eyes. She saw two edges of the table, missed, and the glass went crushing to the floor. 

Mira whirled on her. “Leini! You miserable brat! Why did you do that?” 

Leini recoiled, her whole body shaking from her Mamma’s angry voice. She hugged Maia hard and buried her face against the doll’s body, hiding her fear in its softness. 

“I didn’t mean to do it, Mamma. I put it on the table, but it just dropped.” 

“Don’t move.” Mamma shoved the chair to the side so violently it almost tipped over with Leini in it. Her mother bent and swept up the shards and mopped the spilled milk with a rag. While working, she mumbled to herself. 

Leini caught snippets of her monologue. “Ungrateful brat” and “Kid’s my daily punishment.” 

Leini concentrated on the food not to hear Mamma. She’d taught herself a trick. If she thought of something else when Mamma was very angry, she wasn’t so scared of her. 

Mamma rinsed the rag and left it to dry on the sink. She pulled on her black gloves. 

“I’ll go look and see if the transportation your grandpa arranged for has arrived to take us to the railway station. When you’re through with breakfast, wash up and stay inside. Do you hear?”

Leini nodded.

Mamma turned and walked through the living room. “I won’t be long,” she said before the door closed.

The minute the front door shut, Leini rushed into the bedroom. Lying on her belly on the floor, she wiggled under her bed. If they were going away, she must have her toys. She pulled out Björn, her teddy bear she loved to cuddle. Mamma said it was dirty and stank of sour milk and threatened to burn it, but Leini hid it under the bed. She wanted her baby doll Katie, the one with real hair—well, almost real. When she squeezed its tummy, it said “Mamma,” like a mewl. Katie had to have all her clothes, which Leini had arranged in a cardboard suitcase, each piece neatly folded, because she liked to see the tidy piles of clothing. 

Leini crawled from under the bed and picked up Maia. To make sure they didn’t forget a thing, she brought her treasures into the hall next to the front door. She made one more trip to the bedroom and returned with the doll’s pram. Maybe they would never come back, so she must take everything with her. 

When Mamma returned home, she threw a fiery glance at Leini’s preparations. Her grip on Leini’s neck was like a steel claw. 

“What’s this?” Her voice sizzled as she forced Leini’s head down so close to the toys she was doubled over. “Where do you think you’re going with this stuff?”

“To Vete…Vete…”

“Not on your life.” Mamma pointed at the pile. “You can take one thing, no more.”

Leini looked at her mother’s face. It was closed and mean, eyes black, the painted mouth like a red slash. 

Tears trickled down Leini’s face. Her glasses became blurry from crying, and she sniveled.

“Please, Mamma, just Björn and Katie. Please.” She wiped her nose with the sleeve of her cardigan.

“The answer is no! There’s no room.” 

Leini cried out in pain as Mama wrenched her arm away from her face. 

“Haven’t I told you to use a hankie?” Mamma gave her the one from her sleeve. “Here, take this.” She thrust Maia at Leini and pointed at the bedroom. “You can take the doll, but you return the rest where you got it. Immediately, you hear?” 

Leini blew her nose and tried to wipe her glasses, but only smudged them more. Why doesn’t Mamma understand I can’t leave Björn and Katie? Without me they’ll be lonely and sad, just like me. 

Mamma’s lips she squeezed together told Leini there was no point in begging. She trekked to the bedroom to put away the toys she must leave behind. Every now and then she sniveled, but if Mamma noticed she didn’t say anything.

As she followed Mamma into the street, Leini saw their carrier, a flat cart without railings, drawn by a horse. Mamma loaded their luggage on the cart. She lifted Leini on board before she grabbed the hand of the old driver to hoist herself up.

“I’m surprised Grandpa, with all his money, could find nothing better than this old fool and a half-dead nag to take us to the station.” Mamma sat on top of a suitcase and heaved a deep sigh. “Ah, well, I guess this is better than nothing.”

“Where to, Miss?” asked the driver.

“The railway station, and try to make it fast. We have a train to catch.” 

Turning, he scowled at Mamma, showed a few stubs of teeth in his grinning mouth and muttered something Leini didn’t understand. Clicking his tongue, he snapped the reins against the horse’s back. With a jerk, the wagon rolled along the cobblestone streets. Leini hadn’t thought about how long they’d be gone, but when she saw the number of suitcases and cartons on the wagon, she thought they might never return. Maybe she would never see her home again. It made her stomach feel like it was full of stones. 

“Good heavens,” Mamma said when they reached the station. “How are we going to find your grandparents in this crowd?”

The station square was packed with people. Mamma stood on the cart and looked over the sea of women and children of all ages, who held on to their belongings packed in suitcases, cartons and crates. Most of the civilian population of Helsinki was being evacuated. Those unable to go to Sweden—because they didn’t have the means or knew nobody to take them in—crowded at the station in the hope of catching one of the last trains out of the capital. They brought with them all the belongings they could carry. 

The crowd at the station was silent, barely a whisper reached Leini.

The severity of the situation muted people. They were leaving their homes; some left loved ones behind, unable or unwilling to travel. They didn’t know if they would have a home to return to. In fact, nobody knew if they would have a home country in the future.

Standing on the wagon, Mamma put both hands to her mouth like a trumpet. “Grandpa Benjamin! Hallo! Grandpa Benjamin!” she shouted several times. 

“Mira. Over here.”

Leini grabbed the hem of Mamma’s dress and pulled. “I saw Grandpa’s cane.”

“Good. I didn’t see him, but I saw the cane, too.” Mamma climbed from the wagon. “He isn’t far. Stay right here and don’t let anybody steal our things.” 

When Leini didn’t answer, Mira shook her shoulder. “Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes. Mamma…?” Leini wanted to ask if she would return to fetch her.

“Stay here.” Mamma turned and disappeared into the masses.

Leini put one foot on the wheel hub, grabbed hold of the twine on a carton and climbed onto the wagon. She sat on the edge and swung her feet, bumping the heels of her shoes against the wheel, hands tucked under her thighs, Maia safe under one arm. Mamma’s warning rang in her ears to be careful about the shoes, because new ones would be impossible to find. She stopped swinging her legs, stretched them to look at her sad-brown ribbed stockings, lips pursed as she saw them creased like sausages at the ankles and knees. “They never stay up,” she muttered and reached both hands under her coat and dress to pull them up. 

It seemed a long time since Mamma left to find Grandpa. Leini was becoming impatient and scared. She moved restlessly on the hard seat. Maybe Mamma won’t come back. Maybe she’s decided this is a good place to lose me. Tears rolled from her eyes, again smudging her glasses. She removed them to wipe them with the hem of her dress. Without the glasses everything was hazy, and she didn’t see Grandpa until she heard him. With the glasses on again, she saw Grandma Britta was with him.

He lifted her in his arms and hugged her close to his chest. “There’s my little princess.” He perched her on his arm. “Whose favorite little girl are you?” 

“Grandpa’s.” She hugged him around his neck and pressed her face to his cheek that was cool and perfumed from sweet lavender. “And Grandma Britta’s, too.” A hiccup got away from her as she bent low to exchange kisses and rub noses with her grandma, the way they always did whenever they met. Leini’s heart beat fast and happiness purred inside. Grandma Britta pulled a hankie from her coat pocket and wiped Leini’s cheeks.

She held the hankie to Leini’s nose. “Blow! No need to cry, my little dove.” 

Leini swallowed a sob and smiled, feeling light from relief. 

“I’m going to set you down,” said Grandpa. “We need to see about getting all this luggage on board. The train leaves soon.” From the pocket of his vest he took out a watch, held it close to Leini’s nose and pushed a small button to spring open the lid, which snapped against her nose. As always, the game amused her. She threw her head back and laughed. 

It was a peal of laughter—like silver bells—so joyous and free, those who heard it smiled in spite of the serious moment they were all caught in.

Leini tugged at Grandpa’s coat. “What about Papi?” Determined not to cry, she swallowed. “Will Papi find us?”

Grandpa smiled into her upturned face and gently touched his fingers to the corners of her mouth that threatened to pull down. “Of course he will, my princess.” 

With a suitcase in each hand he grunted as he swung them on board the train. Cartons followed. He lifted Leini by the waist. “Your turn now. Hold on to the rail once you’re on board so you don’t fall if the train should lurch.”

“Benjamin. Wait, Benjamin, Leini!”

Over Grandpa’s shoulder Leini saw a tall man, the gray uniform coat flapping below his knees as he ran to catch up with them, each footfall of the black boots a loud slap against the cobblestones. 

Grandpa stood Leini on her feet on the platform. “Karl. Glad you made it.” The two men embraced and slapped each other’s backs. “And not a minute too soon. The train is about to leave.”

Karl leaned over Leini to caress her cheek with the back of his hand. “My little girl. I’m so happy I got here in time; I couldn’t let you go away without saying good-bye. And I wanted to give you a present. Here.” He handed her a square packet wrapped in white paper, tied with a string. “It’s something to help you pass the time on the train.” His coal-black eyes, so like Mamma’s, searched the crowd. “Where’s Mamma?”

“I’m here, Karl.” Mamma took the steps from the train so fast she stumbled. 

Karl caught her around the waist and hugged her to him. 

“Oh, Karl, this war is a terrible thing. Everybody’s gone. First my husband, now you.” She sniffled and pressed a white hankie to her eyes.

“Take it easy, Mira. You’re no exception. The war is tough on everybody. You’re lucky to have your daughter.” He stroked a hand over Leini’s hair, fondling her neck with the tips of his fingers, sending pleasure tickling down her spine. “Grandpa and Grandma Britta are with you, too. That’s more than a lot of folks have these days.”

Leini peered at her. Did she forget I told her she has me? 

Grandpa touched Karl’s arm. “I wish you could come with us. Helsinki isn’t a safe place now.”

“I know, but I have my job at the military hospital, and the antique business is brisk. People need money for food, so they’re forced to sell family heirlooms. I don’t like taking advantage of their difficulties, but…” He spread his hands. “By buying their goods I’m helping them and I pay a good price.” He glanced at Leini, who stood hugging one of his legs. 

“If that isn’t Karl Ziegler come to see us off!” Grandma Britta stood on top of the stairs in the sooty gray doorframe of the wagon. “I’m so glad we got to say good-bye. God only knows when we’ll be together again. At least you’re not in the trenches, like our Robert.” 

Karl rushed up the steps to enfold her in his arms. “God bless, Grandma Britta.” He half turned to nod at Leini. “Look after her for me, will you?”

“You know I will. Be safe. Come see us when you can.” 

The engine sounded sharp whistles. 

Karl pressed his cheek against Grandma Britta’s and stepped onto the platform. 

Grandpa patted him on the shoulder. “Time for us to go.” His face was serious, eyes shiny. “Take care, you hear.”

“Be safe, all of you.” From the pocket of his pants Karl pulled a big white handkerchief to wipe his face as if it was wet. “I’ll come visit as soon as I can. I’ll miss you all. Have a safe trip.” With an arm around Mira’s waist he helped her mount the steps. “See you soon.”

In Grandpa’s arms, Leini boarded. Another sharp whistle. With a jolt the train started rolling out of the station. Karl walked along, waving his white handkerchief. He mouthed words, but the wind carried them away, so she didn’t hear what he said. He became a little dot. The train rounded a curve, and she could no longer see him.




Chapter 4

Helsinki, May 1943

The long train settled into a monotonous, slow rhythm.

“Grandpa, why isn’t Karl in the war like my papi?”

“Not everybody can fight on the front, my princess. Karl has an illness that makes him bleed too fast if he’s injured. He serves the country by doing office work at the military hospital in Helsinki.” 

Leini nodded, not sure she understood. But she liked it that Karl helped Finland. 

Before the trip, Grandpa made sure they had a compartment all to themselves, Mamma told Leini. She kneeled on her seat next to Mamma, forehead pressed to the window for as long as she could see a glimpse of the station, the last familiar landmark. Long after it disappeared from view, Leini kept her eyes on the scenery. The train rolled past farms with red houses, the corners and window frames painted white. Cows grazed in the meadows, although there wasn’t much grass yet. The trees wore the sheerest dusting of green. She tugged at Grandma Britta’s sleeve, pointing at the landscape rushing by.

“What is it, my pet?” 

Leini kept pointing. “The trees are baby green.”

Grandma Britta leaned forward to glance through the window. “You’re right. It’s the promise of summer.” She planted a kiss on Leini’s head.

Hugging her doll, Leini whispered reassuring words to cheer Maia. “You’ll see, Maia, Veteli is nice. We’ll be in the countryside with lots of flowers and fresh bread, Mamma says so.” She sighed as she creased her brow in worry. “Maybe Grandpa and Grandma Britta will do something so Papi finds me.” 

Leini held Maia pressed to her breast and moved one of the doll’s braids back and forth under her nose. The tickling touch was comforting. It made her sleepy. She hummed a monotonous tune. Often she heard songs in her head, like the lullaby she liked so much, the one Papi used to sing to her. When he was home, he sat on the side of her bed and sang about a rainbow, his warm voice lulling her to sleep. He kept the radio on all day long, and music filled the home. Leini sang along with the tunes. Mamma said it got on her nerves and often she switched off the radio. After a while, Papi turned it on again. 

They also had a record player, which Papi wound up. He put on a record, and the music came out a little scratchy through the tall horn. Leini was sad that nobody sang to her now; she missed the music. Mamma never sang; she never even hummed. 

“When I was a boy,” Papi told Leini, “we didn’t have a record player, but my mom, that’s your Grandma Britta, played the piano.”

Leini hadn’t quite understood this. “Is my Grandma Britta your mamma?”

Papi smiled. “Yes, Leini. And your grandpa is my dad, my papi.”

She nodded. “That’s good.” She thought for a minute, feeling something swell in her throat. “Mamma doesn’t have a…a mamma and papi.”

He had caressed her hair. “That’s true. Her mamma and papi died—they went to heaven.”

Sad, Leini almost sobbed. “Mamma is all alone.” 

“No, Leini girl, there you’re wrong. She has you and me. And there’s Karl, her brother. We all love her very much.” 

With a short intake of breath, she now remembered Karl’s gift. She tore open the paper. “Look, Grandma Britta, a book.”

Grandma Britta leafed through the pages. “It’s a coloring book.” She searched through the wrapping paper. “And here are color pencils, too.” She handed Leini a longish metal box. 

Opening the lid, Leini touched a finger to the tips of the pencils, but a yawn escaped her. She closed the box to save coloring for later and wiggled against the back of the settee. She was startled when Mamma put an arm around her waist and lifted her to sit on her lap. 

“How are you, my baby?”

With snap of her head Leini glanced at Mamma. Joy, like a butterfly’s wing, fluttered inside. Had she heard right? Had Mamma really said “My baby”? Surprised at the unexpected endearment, she had to make sure. “What did you say?” 

“I asked how you are.” Although Mamma didn’t repeat the kind words, her voice was softer than usual. 

Leini pressed her body closer. “I’m good.” She wrapped her arms around Mamma’s neck and held tight, cheek pressed against Mamma’s breast.

Mamma sat still, back very straight, legs crossed, holding Leini in the slack circle of her arms. Leini wished Mamma would hug her back, but she was stiff and hard, her lap not so nice. Like the wooden chair in the kitchen in Helsinki.

After a while, Mamma poked Leini in the ribs with her fingers, hurting her. 

“Stop clinging to me,” she said. “And you’re crushing my dress.” 

Leini slipped off her lap. With her back against the window, she stood on one leg, the other curled under her on the seat. Looking at Mamma, her lips trembled, eyes growing misty. “You didn’t lose me like you said.” 

“What!” Grandpa’s voice was like a lash. He gave Mamma a piercing look. “Did you lose Leini?”

Mamma whipped her head around and fastened her eyes on him. “No, Grandpa.” She spoke in a firm tone. Without wavering she stared at him. She called him “Grandpa” to be polite, but Leini once heard her tell Papi she was afraid of Grandpa and that she didn’t like him. Leini couldn’t understand why. She loved Grandpa. 

“Of course she didn’t get lost. How can you think I’d be so careless? My only child? I like her.” She turned to Leini. “Isn’t it true, baby? You know Mamma likes you?”

Leini was confused. Her fingers twirled a strand of hair, pulling it so tight her scalp burned. Looking first at Grandpa, then at Mamma, she caught Grandma Britta smiling at her. She shrugged, didn’t dare look at Mamma again. “Don’t know.” Her fingers twirled and twirled the strand of hair. 

Mamma sat cross-legged, the upper foot kicking up and down with jerky movements, her lips pursed as she stared fixedly past Leini’s ear. 

Now Mamma will be angry with me again. I should have said I know she likes me. It’s a lie, but Mamma always says a white lie isn’t a real lie. 

* * *

Slowly, Mira looked away from Leini. She fished a cigarette from her handbag, lit it, took a deep drag.

Grandpa harrumphed. He fixed Mira with a cold stare. “You keep smoking. Where do those cigarettes come from?”

Mira twitched in her seat from the unexpected question and his piercing eyes. What business does the old man have to question what I do? I don’t ask him for anything. Staring through the window, she muttered something indistinct.

Forearms on knees, Grandpa leaned forward. “What’s that you said? I didn’t hear you.”

Mira turned her head toward him, wishing she could bore holes in him with her eyes. Her lips trembled. She made a supreme effort to tamp down the rage grumbling inside like a volcano ready to erupt. 

“When Robert was on leave, he brought a few cartons. I only smoke a couple a day, so they last me.” She took a deep puff of the cigarette, the smoke raspy in her throat, stuffy from the churning anger she didn’t dare express, not to provoke the old man, which she didn’t want to do as she and the girl depended on his money. 

“Hmm. Robert doesn’t smoke. How come he had cigarettes?” 

Mira shifted on the settee. “He told me he writes letters for some of the men who can’t write. They pay him in cigarettes.” She crushed the stub in a small ashtray in the armrest. “The men on the front get a ration of cigarettes, as I’m sure you know.” She stood. With the door to the compartment half-open, she turned to stare at Grandpa. “When this supply is gone, I’ll stop smoking. I won’t use precious money to buy them on the black market, if that’s what you’re worried about.” There, that should put an end to the “inquisition.” 

Squaring her shoulders, she pushed open the door all the way and left the suffocating compartment before her rage exploded. 

* * *

Leini sat on Grandpa’s lap and played with his pocket watch. He read her a story from Scheherazade. Mamma said she was too young for the stories, but Leini thought they were nice, and the pictures were pretty. She liked “Aladdin and the Slave of the Lamp” the best. Some of them she knew by heart. She wished Mamma would read to her sometimes, but she had more important things to do, she said.

After a while Grandpa yawned and lifted her to sit with Grandma Britta. “I’m tired, my princess. I’ll have a little shut-eye, then we’ll have a bite to eat. What do you say?”

Leini nodded. Warm and secure, she leaned her back against Grandma Britta’s soft bosom. She inhaled her scent. Grandma once told her it was called L’Air du Temps. It smelled good, like lots of flowers. Leini only half-listened to her tell the story of Heidi. Worry made her stomach hurt. She touched Grandma’s cheek with her fingertips, soft, like Mamma’s silky dressing gown. “Will my papi know where to find me?” 

“What do you mean, my little dove?”

“I’m not at home, so will he find me in Vete…?”

“But of course he will. Does this worry you?”

Leini buried her face against Grandma Britta’s breast and squeezed her eyes shut to make the tears go away. “Yes, if he can’t find me, I’ll never see him again.” 

“Oh, my baby. Don’t worry. Grandma and Grandpa wrote to him. I’m sure Mamma did, too.” Grandma Britta wrapped her arms around her, holding her close. “Here’s what we’ll do.” Grandma’s voice was gentle. “As soon as we’re settled in Veteli, we’ll write to him, you and me. I’ll help you.” Grandma Britta kissed her cheek. “How about it?”

“That’s good, Grandma.” Leini hugged her around the neck. “I know how to write ‘My Papi.’” Content, she sighed, her mind at rest. Papi would know where she was. He would come for her when the war was over. 

A chilly air from the door made Leini shiver. She pulled her lips to a smile as Mamma entered, but she sat in her seat as before, didn’t look at Leini at all. 

She turned in Grandma Britta’s lap and watched Grandpa sleep. He breathed evenly through half-open lips, the thumb of each hand stuck inside the breast pockets of his vest. Apart from a ring of soft downy hair, which grew around the base of his head, he had no hair at all. 

As if he sensed Leini’s look, Grandpa opened his eyes and gently pinched her cheek.

Leini settled in Grandma’s comfy lap. Within minutes she fell asleep. She dreamt Papi was looking for her in all the wrong places. Calling to him, her voice was so small he couldn’t hear. In the train compartment with its unfamiliar smells and sounds she cried out.

“Papi. Papi. Here. I’m here.”

The dream woke her. Grandma Britta leaned over her and crooned soft words to calm her. While she slept she lost Maia. Grandma Britta held the doll close to her. Leini folded her arms around its soothing softness. It smelled of home, of milk and beeswax Mamma used to polish furniture.

Outside the train window the spring night was light, almost like day. Rays of sunlight kissed the treetops, bathing them in an orange glow. Secure in her grandmother’s arms, Leini calmed.

Grandpa took her hand. “Before you fall asleep, princess, remember to ask God to keep you safe. In the morning, thank God for the blessings of the day.”

“Yes, Grandpa.” And Leini knelt on the seat, lowered her head and said a silent prayer. She was glad Grandpa reminded her; she always felt good after she prayed.
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