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THEY TOOK ME IN MY NIGHTGOWN. )
Thinking back, the signs were: there—family photos
burned in the fireplace, Mother sewing her best silver and

)ewelry into the lining of her coat late at night, and Papa not

returning from work. My younger brother, Jonas, was asking

questions. I asked questions, too, but perhaps I refused to

acknowledge the signs Only later did I realize that Mother

“and Father mtended we escape. We d1d not escape. \

We were taken.

June 14, 1941.1had chahged into my mghtgown and set-
tled in at my desk to write my cousin Joana a letter. T opened
a new ivory writing tablet and a case of pens and pencils, a
gift from my aunt for my fifteenth birthday. | .

The evening breeze floated through the open window

over my desk, Waltz;ng the curtain from side to side. I could



- smell the lily of the valley that Mother and I had planted two

years ago. Dear Joana.

It Wasnt a knocking. It was an urgent boommg that made’

* me jump in _my chair. Fists pounded on our front, door. No
. one stirred inside'the house. I left my desk and peered out into
B the hallway. My -mother stood flat agamst the wall facing our

.framed map of Lithuania, her eyes closed and her face pulled

.

with an anxiety T had never seen. She was praying.

“Mother,” said Jonas, only one of his eyes visible through

the crack in his door;, “ate you going to open it? It sounds asif

‘they might brea it down.”
Mothers head turned to see both ]onas and-me peering out

of our rooms. She attempted a forced smrle “Yes, datling. I

~ will open the door. I won't let anyone breik down our door.” .

The heels of her shoes echoed ‘down the wooden floor of".

the hallway and her long, thin skirt swayed about her ankles.

Mother was elegant and beautrful stunning in fact, with an -
unusually wide smile that lit up everything around her. I-was

‘ 'fortunate to have Mother’s honey—colored harr and her bright

blue eyes. ]onas had her smile.

Loud voices thundered from the foyer.

“NKVD!” whispered Jonas, growing pale. “Tadas said they |

took his neighbors away in 4 truck. They're arresting people.”

" “No. Not here,” I replied. The Soviet secret police had no

~ businéss at ourhouse. I walked down the hallway to listen and -

peeked around the corner. Jonas was right. Three NKVD offi-

~ cers had Mother encircled. "They wore blue hats with a red

border and a gold star above the brim. A tall officer had our

passports in h1s hand. -
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“We need more time, We'll be ready in the morning,

K ,Mother said.

“Twenty mmutes——or you won' live to see mornmg, sard

the officer. -

“Please, lower your voice. I have children,” whispered

‘Mother.

“Twenty minutes, > the officer barked. He threw hrs burn-

ing cigarette onto our clean living room floor and ground it

- into the wood with his boot.

* We were about to become cigarettes.
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WERE WE, BEING ARRESTED? Where was Papa? I ran to my

room. A loaf of fresh bread had appeared on my windowsill,a .

large. wad of rubles tucked under the edge Mother arrrved at
the door with Jonas clmgmg close behind her. '

£« ‘ ¢
But Mother, where are we gomg> \What have we done?”

he asked.

“It’s d d .
a misunderstan ing. Lina, are you listening? We must

move qulckly and pack all that is useful but not necessarily

N N ! . . ) '
. dear to us. Do you understand? Lina! Clothes and shoes must

be our priority. Tty to fit all that you can into one suitcase.”
Mother looked toward the window. She qulckly slid the bread

and money onto the desk and snapped the curtains shut,

* “Promise me that if anyone tries to help you, you will ignore
them. We will resolve this ourselvés. We must not-pull; fam-

ily or friends-into this confusion, do you understand? Even if -

someone calls out to you, you must not respond ?

6

“Are we being arrested? began Jonas.-
“Promise me!” ‘
“I promise,” said Jonas softly. “But where is Papa?”
Mother paused, her eyes blinking quxckly ‘He will be,
meeting us. We have twenty rmnutes Gather your thrngs ~
Now!” - ' ‘

My bedroom began to spin. Mothers voice echoed msrde

~ my head. “Now. Now!” What was happening? The sound of .

my ten-year-old brother running about his room pulled a cord
within my consciousness. I yanked ry suitcase from the closet
and opened it on my bed. / | - l
Exactlya year before, the Soviets had begun moving troops.
ovér the borders into the country, Then, in August, Lithuania
was officially annexed into the Soviet Umon When I com- . -

plamed at'the dinner table, Papa yelled at me and told me to

" never, ever say anythrng derogatory about the Soviets. He sent:

me to rny room. I didn’t say anything out loyd: after that. But
I thought about it a lot ,

“Shoes, Jonas, extra socks, a coat!” I heard Mother yell
down the hallway I took our family photo from the shelf and
placed the gold frame faceup in the bottom of the empty suit-

case. The faces stared back at me, happy, unaware. It was Easter

~two years before. Grandma was still alive. If we really were

going to jail, I wanted to take her with me. But we couldn't be -
going to jail. We had done nothing wrong, .

Slams and bahgs popped throughout the house.

“Lina,” Mother said, r’ushihg into the room, her arms
loaded. “Hurry!” She threw open my closet and drawers, fran-

trcally throwrng thmgs, shovrng thrngs into my suitcase.
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“Mother, I can’t ﬁnd my sketchbook Where is it?” I said,
pamcked ,
“I don't know. We'll buy a new one. Pack your clothes.
Hurry”’ S v
Jonas ran into my room. He was dressed for school in his
umform and little tie, holding his book bag His blond hair
- was combed neatly over t6 the side.
““I'm ready, Mother,” hé said, his voice trembling,
“N-no!” Mother stammered, choking on the Wdrd when
she saw ]c.mas. dressed for academy. She pulled in an uneven
breath and lowered her voice. k‘No, sweetheart, your suitcase.

Come with me.” She grabbed him by the arm; and ran down

to his room. “Lina, puton shoes and socks. Hurry!” She threw .

" my'summer raincoat at me. T pulled it on.

I put'on' my sandals and grabbed'two books halr ribbons.
and my hairbrush. Where was my sketchbook? I took the writ-

ing tablet, the case of pens and pencils and the bundle of rubles

off my desk and placed them amongst the heap of items we

had thrown into my case. I snapped the latches closed and .

rushed out of the room, the curtains blowing, flapping over
“the loaf of fresh bread still sitting on my desk. |
1 saw my reflection in the glass door of the /m/ee;’y and paused
 moment. I had a dab of green paint on my chin. I scraped
it off and pushed on the door! A bell tinkled overhead. The
shop was iwarm and smelled of yeast. - -
“Lina, so good 10 see you. ” The woman rushed to the coun-

ter 1o assist me. Wbat may 1 help you wzt/z? »
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1 pressed.

Did Lenow ber’ Tim sorry, T dont
My hushand is professor at t/Je unzverszty He works

' for your ﬁzt/ver, " she said. “Tve seen you in town with your'

- parents.”

I nodded. ‘]\Jy mot/ﬂer asked me 10 pzc/e up a lwzf of brmd v
[ said, . !

- “Of course,” said the woman, sc’urrying behind the coun-

" ter. She wrapped a plump loafin brown paper and handed it .

over to me. When I held out the money, she shook her head.
Please, w/;zsperm’ the woman. “We could never repay
you as it is.!

“I don t undersmnd I reached toward ber wzt/a the cozm

‘S/ae ignored me.

The bell jingled. Someone entered the shop. sze your

- parents our very best regard;, said the woman, moving to

assist the other customer.
Later that nzg/at I asked Papa about the bread,
“That was very kind of het, but unnecessary, '/]6’ said.
“But whar did you do?” I asked him. A
“]Vot/ﬂmg, LGzz Have you finished your /Jomewor/e”’ o
~ “But you must /mve done somet/amg to dexerve ﬁee bread
T don't deserve anything. You smnd Sor what is rzg/yt
Lzmz, without the expectation of gratitude or reward, Now,

’ oﬁ' 10 your homework.”
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MOTHER PACKED AN EQUALLY large suitcase for Jonas.
It dwarfed his small, thin frame and he had to carry it with
both hands, bending backward to lift it off the floor. He didn't
complain of the weight or ask for help. '

The sound of brealung glass and china wailed through the

house in qurck mtervals ‘We found our mother in the dining
. room, smashing all of her best crystal and china on the floor.
Her face glistened with sweat and her golden ringlets fell loose

- over her eyes.

“Mama, no!” cried Jonas, running toward the broken shards-

that littered the ﬂoor
1 pulled him back before he could touch the glass Mother,
why are you breaking your beautrful things?” I asked

She stopped and stared ‘at the china cup in her hand..

“Because I love them so mitch.” She threw the cup to the ﬂoor :

10

not even pausing to see it break before reaching for another.

" Jonas began to cty. ‘ :
“Don'’t cty, darling. We'll get much nicer thrngs
The door burst open and three NKVD officers entered

our house carrying rifles. with bayonets “What happened

here?” demanded a tall officet, surveying the damage.
“It was an accident,” Mother replied calmly.
“You have destroyed Soviet property,” he, bellowed

Jonas pulled his suitcase close, fearful that any minute it,

too, might become Soviet property.
Mother looked in the foyer mirror to affix her loose curls
and put on her hat. The NKVD officer slammed her in the

"shoulder with the butt of his rifle, throwing her face-first i into .

the mirror. “Bourgeois pigs, always wasting time. You won't
need that hat,” he scoffed.

, Mother righted and steadied herself smoothrng her skirt
and ad)ustrng her hat. “Pardon me,” she said flatly to the offi-

cer before fixing her curls again and sliding her pearl hatpln'

into place.

Pardon me? Ts that really what she sa1dP These mén burst .
into our home at night, slam her into the mrrror—and she
~ asks them to pardon ber? Then she reached for it, the long gray
“coat, and suddenly I understood She was playmg the Soviet ‘

officers like a careful hand of cards, not quite sure What might

~ be dealt next. I saw her in my mind, sewing jewelry, papers, . -

silver, and other valuables into the coat under the lining.

“I have to use the bathroom,” I anneunced, trying to divert

the attention from my mother and the coat.

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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“You have thirty seconds
I shut the bathroom door and caught sxght of my. face in

the mlrror I had no idea how qulckly it'was to change, to

fade. I£1 had, 1 would have stared at my reflection, memoriz-

ing it. Tt was the last time I would look into a real mirror for

" more.than a decade.
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THE STREETLAMPS HAD been turned off. It was nearly black
in the road. The officers marched behind us, forcing us to keep
pace with them. I saw Mrs. Raskunas peer out of her curtains.

The moment she saw me looking, she disappeared. Mother

nudged at my arm, which meant that I should keep my head -

down. Jonas was having a hard time carrying his suitcase. It-

was banging against his shins.

“Davai!” commanded an officer. Hurry, always hurry. .

We marched into the intersection of the street, toward a
large dark object. It was a truck, surrounded by more NKVD.
As we approached the rear of the vehicle,.I saw people sitting

\

inside on their luggage.

. \ )
“Boost me up before they do,” Mother Whlspered qulckly,

not wanting an officer to touch her coat. I did as she asked.

| The ofﬁcers pushed ]onas up He fell on his face, his luggage

B
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thrown on top of him. I made it without falling, but when I

“ stood up, a Woman looked at me and clasped her hand to her

mouth. -

“Lina, dear. Button your coat,” instructed Mother. I looked

down énd saw my flowered nightgown. In the rush and search

for my sketc}ibeok, I had forgofte_n to change. I also saw a tall,

~ wiry woman with a pointy nose looking at Jonas. Miss Grybas. -
"She was a spinster teacher from school, one of the strict ones.
1 recogmzed a few others: the librarian, the owner of a nearby

" hotel, and several men I had ‘seen Papa speaking with on the

\

We were all c;n the list. T didn’t know what the list Was,

only that we were on it. Apparently so were the other fifteen -

~ people sitting with us. The back gate of the truck slammed

shut. A low moan came from a bald man in front of me.

die.” : , ‘
“Nonsense!” said Mother quickly:

L , quickly.
“But we will,” he insisted. “This is the end.”

The truck began to move, )erkmg forward quickly, throw-
ing people off their seats. The bald man suddenly scrambled -

up, climbed the inside wall of the truck, and jumped out. He’

. smashed onto the pavement, letting out a roar of pain like an

animal caught in a trap. People in the truck scteamed. The tires
screeched to a halt and the officers leapt out. They opened the

back gate, and I saw the man writhing in pain on the-ground.

- They lifted him' up and hurled his crumpled body back i into the
- truck. One of his legs looked mangled. Jonas buried his face in .
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- “We're all going to die,” he said slowly. “We will surely »

Mother’s sleeve. I slipbed- my hand into his. He was shaking. My ‘

yision blurred. I Squeezed my eyes shut, then‘ope,ried them. The
truck jerked forward, moving once again. . - \
“NO!” the man wailed, holding hisleg. o
The truck stopped in front of the hospital. Everyone

" scemed relieved that they Would tend to the bald man’s inju- .
ries. But they did not. They Were wamng. A woman who

was also on the list was giving birth to a baby. As soon as the

umbilical cord was cut, .they Would both be thrown iinto the

truck,

‘
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{ .NEARLY'FOUR HOURS PASSED. We sat in the datk in

front of the hospital, unable to leave the vehicle. Other trucks
passed, some with people covered in large restraining nets.

The streets began to buzz with activity. “We were early,”

~ one of the imen commented to Mother. He looked at his watch,

“It’s nearing three A.M. now.”
The bald man, lying on his back, turned his face toward

i

Jonas. Boy, put your hands over my mouth and pmch imy

nose. Don't lét go.”

“He will do nothing of the sort,” sa1d Mother, pullmg'
]onas close." , o

“Foolish woman. Don’t you realize this is just the begm-
ning? We have a-chance now to die with dignity.”

“Elenal!” A voice hissed from the street. I saw Mother’s

cousin Regina hiding in the shadows.

16

“Have you any relief now that youre on your back?”

. M_Other aéked the bald man,

“Elenal” The voice appeared again, a little louder.

“Mother, T think she’s calling you,” I whispered, eyemg the -

NKVD smoking on the other side of the truck.

“She’s not calling me—she’s a crazy woman,’ > Mother saxd '

loudly. “Be on your way and leave 1 us alone,” she yelled.
““But Elena, —" : o
Mother turned her head and pretended she was deep in

conversation with me, completely ignoring her cousin. A

small bundle bounced into the bed of the truck near the bald .

man. His hand grabbed for it greedily.

- “And you speak of dignity, sir?” said Mother. She snapped '

the bundle out of his hands and put it under her legs. I won-
dered what was in the package How could Mother call her
own cousin “a crazy woman”? Regina had taken a great risk to
ﬁnd her. ' ‘

“You are the wife of Kostas Vilkas, provost at the univer-
sify?” asked a man in a suit lsitting down from us. Mother
nodded, wringing her hands. I '

T watched as Mother vwisted her palms...

Murmurs rose and fell in the dining room. The men. nbad
been sitting for hours. ‘Sweetheart, také them the fresh potof
coffee,” said Mother. 4 S

- Twalked to the edge of the dining room. A cloud of ciga-
 rette smoke hovered over the mble, held mptzve éy the closed

 windows anddmpes - . oo
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“Repatriate, if they can get away with it,” said my father,
stopping abruptly when he saw me in the doorway:

. “Would anyone like more coffee?” I asked, holding up the
sterlzng pot.

Some men looked down. Someone caugbed

Lzmz, you're turmng into quite u young lady,” said. a
ﬁzend of my father’s ﬁom the umvem@ And I hear that
you're a very talented artist.”

[ndeed s/;e isl” said Papa. “She bas a very unique style.
And she's exceptzonﬂlly smart,” he added with a wink.

“So she takes after her mother then,” joked one of the men.
Everyone laughed. |

‘

“Tel] me, Lina,” said the inan wba wrote for the newspapes, .

/mt do you think of tbzs new Lithuania?”
' "1%[1 ” mterrupted my Jather quickly. “Thats not really

conversation for a young girl, now, is i

T will be conversation for everyone, Kostas, young and .

old,” said the ]ournalz:t. “Besides,” he said, smiling, “it’s not
as if I'd print it in tbe;wper._ s A' A
' Papa shifted in his chair.’
“What do 1 think of the Soviets' annexation?” I paused,
zzvom’zng eye contact with my ﬁzt/aer 7 t/ﬂzn,% Josef Stalin is
a bully. I think we should pus/a his troops out of Lithuania.

T/aey shouldn’t be allowed to come and take wbﬂt they ple;zse ,

and—

v

“That} enough, Lzmz Leave the pot of coﬁ?’e andj ]ozn your

mother in the kitchen.”
“But it’s truel” I pressed. “Its not right.”
" “Enough?” said my father.

Ruta S'e‘pe;‘y:'b~ N

L returned to the kitchen, stopping short to eavesdrop, \
“Don’t encourage her, Viadas. The girl is s0 headstrong it
 scares me to death,” said Papa.
“Well,” replied the journalist, “now we see how she zftz/ee: ‘
after her father, don’t we? Youve mism’-zz real partisan,
- Kostas.” . : ,
Papa was silent. The g;zt/?erzng ended and the men lcﬂ the
. house at alternatzng intervals, some tlyroug/ﬂ the front door
and some through the back. :
“The university?” said the bald man, still wincing with-pain.
“Oh, well, he’s long gone then.” ' |
- My stomach’ contracted like someone had punched me.

Jonas turned a desperate face to Mother,

“Actually, T work at the bank and T saw your father | just this v

afternoon;,” said a man, smiling at Jonas. I knew he was lying,
Mother gave the man a grateful nod.
“Sﬁw him on his way to the grave then,” said the surly bald

f

man.

I glared‘at him, wondering how much glue it would take to

keep his mouth shut. ,
“T'am a stamp collector. A simple stamp collector and they're
delivering me to my death because 1 correspond internation-

ally with other collectors. A university man would certainly

“be near the top of the list for—”

“Shut up!” I blurted. .

- “Linal” said Mother. “You must apologize immediately. This
poor gentleman is in terrible pain; he doesn’t know what he is
saying” | |

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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“I know exactly what I am saying,” the man replied, star-

‘ mg at me. -

The hospital doors opened and a great cry erupted from . -

w1th1n An NKVD officer dragged a ‘barefoot woman in a
“bloodied hospital gown down the steps. “My baby! Please don’t

hurt my baby!” she screamed. Another ofﬁcer walked out, car-

' rying a swaddled bundle A doctor came runmng, grabbrng at

the officer. ( _
. ) 3 " . .
Please, you, cannot take the newborn It won'’t survive!”

yelled the doctor. “Sir, I beg you. Please!”

The officer turned to the doctor and krcked the heel of hrs .

boot i into the doctor’s kneecap

They lifred the woman into the truck. Mother and- Miss

Grybas scrambled to make room for her lying next to the bald
"map. The baby was.handed up. ‘

“Lina, please, Mother said, passing the prnk chlld to me. I
held the bundle and 1nstantly felt the Warmth of i 1ts httle body
penetrating through my coat.

“Oh God, please, my baby' ‘cried the woman, lookmg up
at me. ‘
The child let out a soft cry and its: tiny ﬁsts pummeled the
air. Its ﬁght for life.had begun. '
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THE MAN WHO WORKED at the bank gave Mother his

jacket. She wrapped the suit coat around the woman’s shoul-

ders and smoothed her hair away from her face.

“It’s all right, dear,” said Mother to the young woman.

“Vitas. They took my husband, Vitas,” breathed the

woman

I looked down at the httle pink face in the bundle A new-
born. The child had been alive only minutes but was alteady
consrdered a crrmlnal by the Soviets. I clutched the baby close
and put my llpS on its forehead. Jonas leaned against me. If
they would do this to a baby, what would they do to us?.
“What is your name, dear?” said Mother
“Ona.” She craned her neck. “Where is my child?”"

Mother took the child from me and laid the bundle on the -

woman s chest.
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“Ob, my baby My sweet baby,” cried the woman, kissing
thé infant, The truck lurched forward She looked at Mother

.. with pleading eyes.

“My leg!” wailed the bald man.
“Do any of you have medical traiding?” asked Mother,
scanning the faces in the truck. The people shook their heads.

* Some wouldn’t even look up.

“Tll-try to make a. splrnt, said the man from the bank

“Does ¢ anyone have anythmg straight I can use? Please, let’s

help one another.” People shifted uncomfortably in the truck,
'chinl{in;cjr about what they might have in their bags.

“Sir,” said Jonas, leaning around me. He held out hrs lie-

tle ruler from school The old woman who had gasped at my

. nrghtgovvn began to cry

“‘Well yes, that’s very good: Thank’ you,” said the man,

' accepnng the ruler.

« “Thank you, darling,” said Mother, srmlrng at Jonas.

“A ruler? You're going to set-my leg wrth alittle ruler? Have . 4
. you all gone mad?” screeched the bald man.

“Tt’s the best we can do at the moment,’ sard the man from

the bank. “Does anyone have something to tie it Wrth?”
“Someone just shoot me; please' ” yelled the bald man. ‘

 Mother pulled the sille scarf from her neck and handed it to’

the man from the bank. The librarian slid the knot from her

scarf as well, and Mrss Grybas-dug in her bag, Blood began to
¢ soak through the front of Ona’s hosprtal gown.

I felt nauseous. I closed my eyes and tried to think of

something, anything, to calm myself. I pictured my sketch-
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book..I felt rny hand stir, Images, like cell‘uloid frames, rolled -

through my mind. Our house, Mother adjusting Papa’s tie

in the kitchen, the lily of the valley;' Grandma . . . Her face

soothed me somehow. I thought of the photo tucked in my
suitcase. Grandma, I thought. Help us. ; :
‘We arrived at a small train depot in Lhe countrysrde Soviet

trucks filled the rail yard, packed with people just like ours.

We drove alongside a truck with a man and woman leaning

out. The woman’s face was streaked with tears. - ,
“Paulina!” the man yelled. “Do you have our daughter

<~ Paulina?” I shook my head as we passed. |
“Why are we at a countrysrde depot and not Kaunas sta- -
tion?” asked an old woman.

" “It’s probably easier to organize us with our families. The |

main station is so busy, you know,” said Mother..
Mother’s voice lacked certainty. She was trying to con-

vince herself. T looked around ‘The station was tucked in a

deserted area, surrounded by dark woods. I prctured a rug:

bemg lifted and a huge Sovret broom sweeping us under it.

THIEVES AND .PROSTITUTES
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truck, | '

The man from the bank approached an NKVD officer.

“DAVAI!” YELLED AN NKVD officer as he opened the back
gate of the truck. The train yard swarmed with vehicles, offi-
cers, and people‘With luggage. The noisg level grew with each

. passing moment.

Mother leaned down and put her hands on our shoulders.
Stay close to me. Hold on to my coat if you néed to. We must
not be separated.” Jonas grabbed on to Mother’s coat.

“Davail” yelled the officer, yanking one of the men off the
truck and pushing him to the ground. Mother and the man

from the bank began to help the rest. I held the infant while
they brought Ona down.

The bald man twrsted in pam as he was carrred off the

“We have people who need medical attention. Please, get a

. 24

doctor.” The officer ignored the man. “Doctor! Nurse! We-

need medical assistance!” shouted the man into the crowd.

The officer grabbed the man from the bank, stuck a rifle

| in his back and began to march him away. “My luggage!” he' -
* yelled. The librarian grabbed the man’s suitcasé, but before she

could run 0 him, he had disappeared into the crowd.

" A Lithuanian woman stopped and said she was a nurse. -
* She began tendmg to Ona and the bald man while we all stood

in a circle around them. The train yard was dusty. Ona’s bare

feet were already caked in dirt. Hordes of people passed by,

- threading through' one another wrth desperate faces. I 'saw a

gitl from school pass by with her mother She raised her arm °

to wave, but her mother-covered her eyes as she approached
our group ‘
“Davai!” barked an ofﬁcer‘ g
“We can’t leave these people,” sard Mother “You must get
a stretcher.” '

"The officer .laughed. ‘iYou'can carry them.”

We.did. Two men from the truck carried the wailing bald.

man. T carried the baby and a suitcase while Mother helped

" Ona walk. Jonas struggled with the rest of the luggage, and
o ‘Miss Grybas and the librarian helped. X
 We reached the train platform. The chaos was palpable
Families were bemg separated. Children screamed and rnoth—t '
ers, pleaded Two officers pulled a man away. Hrs wife would -

" not let go:and was dragged for several feet before being krcked

away.

The lrhrarxan took the baby from me.

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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coat.

I wondered the same thxng When and where had the
" Soviets dragged my father away? Was it on his way to work?
. Or maybe at the newspaper stand during his lunch hour? T
looked at the masses of people on the train platform. There "

- were eldetly people. Lithuania cherished its elders, and here

they were, being herded like animals.
“Davai!” An NKVD officer grabbed Jonas by the shoul-

" ders and began to drag him away.

“NO!” screamed Mother. ] _
- They were taking Jonas. My beautiful, sweet brother who

shooed bugs out of the house instead of stepping on them, who

gave his little ruler to splint a crotchety old man’s leg.
“Mama! Lina!” he cried; ﬂaﬂing his arms.

“Stop!” 1 screamed tearing after them Mother grabbed the

~ officer and began speakmg in Rus31an-———pure, fluent Russian.
He stopped and listened. She lowered her voice and spoke
| calmly I couldn’t understand a word. The officer jerked ]onas

toward him. I grabbed on to his other arm. His body began to

vibrate as sobs wracked his shoulders. A big wet spot appeared
on the front of his trousers. He hung his head and cried. _
Mother pulled a bundle of rubles from her pocket and

expose"d it slightly to the officer. He reached for it and then -
said something to Mother, rnotioning with his head. Her « -

hand flew up and ripped the amber pendant right from her

sieck and pressed it into the NKVD’s hand. He didn’t seem to’

be satisfied. Mother continted to speak in Russian and pulled

)
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“Mother, is Papa'here?” asked Jonas, still cfut’ching ber'

a pocket watch from her coat. I knew that watch. Tt was her

* father’s and had his name engraved in the soft gold on the
" back. ‘The officer snatched the watch, let go of Jonas, and

started yelling at the people next to us.

Have you ever wondered what a human life is WorthP That o

morning, my brother’s was worth a pocket watch.

Lo
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“IT’S OKAY, DARLING. \We re all okay, said Mothex, hug-
‘ging ]onas, kissing his face and tears. R1ght, LlnaP We're all -

okay.”

“nght,” I said quietly.

f
\

Jonas, still crying, put his hands in front of his trousers,"
humiliated'by the wetness. '

“Don’t worry about that, my love. We'll get you a change .

of clothes,” said Mother, moving in front of him to shield h1s
embarrassment.;“Lina, give your brother your coat.”
I peeled off my coat and handed it to Mother.

-“See, you'll just wear this for a shott while.”

“Mother, why did he want to take me away?” asked Jonas.

“I don’t know, dear. But we're together now.”

Together. There we stood on-the train platform amidst the

chaos, me in my flowered nightgown and my brother in a .

v
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baby bloe summer coat that nearly touched the ground. As

ridiculous as we must have looked, no one even glanced at us.

- “Mrs. Vilkas, 'hurry!‘” It was the nasal voice of Miss Grybas, -

the spinster teacher from ‘sc,h.ool.' She urged 'us toward her.
“We're over here. Hurry now, they’re splitting people up.”
Mother grabbed Jonas’s hand. “Come, children.” We made”

our way through the crowd, like’ a small boat cutting through

a storm, unsure if we'd be sucked in or stay afloat. Red wooden

train cars lined the platform, stretching in links as far as the

eye could see. They were crudely built and dirty, the kind that

would haul livestock. Masses of Lithuanians throriged toward -

them with their belongmgs
Mother maneuvered us through. the crowd, pushmg and

pulhng our shoulders. I saw white knuckles ‘clugchlng, suit- -

cases. People were on their knees crying, tying erupting bags
with twine while officers stepped on the contents. Wealthy

farmers and their families carried buckets of sloppmg milk

and rounds of cheese. A small boy walked by holdlng asaus’

sage nearly as big as his body He dropped it and it immedi-
ately disappeared underfoot in the crowd. A woman bumped
my arm with a sterling candlestick while a man ran by holding

an accordion: I thought of our beautiful things, smashed on

the floor at our house. . y

“Hurry!” shouted Miss Grybds, gesturing to us. “This is
the Vilkas family,” she said to an officer holdmg a chpboard
“They’re in this car.”

Mother stopped in front of the car and scanned the crowd

*intently. P/eqlse, said her eyes as she searched for our father.

_THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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‘

“Mother, whrspered ]onas, “these. cars are for pigs and

COWS

“Yes, I know. We'll h'ave a little adventure, won’t we?” She

" boosted Jonas up into the car and then I heard the soundsma

'baby crying and a man moaning,

' “Mother, no,” I'said. “I dont want to be with those people
“Stop it, Lina. They need our help.”

“Can’ t someone else help them? We need help, too.”

“Mother,” said Jonas, worried the train would begin to

move. “Youre comrng in, aren’t you?

“Yes, darhng, we're coming. Can you take this bag?” Mother

_ turned to me. “Lina, we haven’t a choice. Please do the best

yoti can not to frighten your brother.”

Miss Grybas reached down for Mother. What about me?
I was frightened, too. Didn’t that matter? Papa, where are you?

T looked around the train platform, which was now in com-
- plete pandemonium. I thought about funning, running until
I couldn’t 1 run anymore I’d run to the unrversrty to look for

Papa. I'd run-to our house I'd just run.

.“Lina” Mother stood in front of me now and hfted my

chin. “I know: This is horrible,” she whrspered. “We must stay
‘together. It’s very important.” She kissed my forehead and

turned 1 me toward the trarn car.

“Where are we gorng”’ Iasked,
“I don’t know yet.” 4
“Do we have to be i these cattle cars?”

“Yes, but I'm sure it won't be for long,” said Mother.

"Ruta. Sepetys

THE INSIDE OF THE car was stuffy and full of personalﬂ'

smells, even with the door open People were wedged in every-

where, sitting on their belongings. At tthe end of the, car,

large planks of wood approximately six feet deep had been

installed as shelves Ona lay on’ one.of the planks, peaked
the baby cryrng on her chest.
“OW!” The bald man smacked my leg Watch it, grrl'
You almost stepped onme” »
“Where are the men?” Mother asked Miss Grybas
" “They took them away,” she rephed
“We'll need men in this car to help with the 1nJured sdid

. Mother.
" “There aren’t any. \We re sorted into groups of some . kind. o

They keep bringing people and shoving them in. "There are some

+ elderly men, but they haven’t any strength,”i said Miss Grybas. .
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Mother looked around the car. “Let’s -put the little ones
on the top plank. Lina, move Ona on that bottom plank so we
can fit some more of the children.”

“Don’t be a fool, woman,” barked the bald man. “If you
make room, they Il just cram more people in here

The librarian was shorter than me and stocky. She was

strong and helped move, Ona

Ona.

‘Mts. . . . She was married, too."Where was her husband?

~ Pethaps with Papa. The baby gave a blistering yell.

“Is your little one'a boy or a girl?” asked Mis. Rimas.
~ “Agirl” said Ona weakly. She shifted her bare feet on the

wooden plank. They were cut and full of dirt.

“She’ll need to eat soon,” said Mrs. Rimas.
I looked around the car. My head felt detached from my
body More people pushed into the small space, including a

woman with a boy my age. I felt a tug.

“Ate you going to sleep now?” asked a small girl w1th hair

- the color of pearls. i

i

““Wha't?” E ,
“You're in your nightgown. Are yon'going to sleep?” She
thrust a tattered doll toward me. “This i is my dolly.”
‘ My nightgown. I was still in my mghtgown Jonas was still
in my baby blue coat. I had completely forgotten. I pushed

toward Jonas and Mother. “We need to change our clothes,” -

Isaid. - L . . . ;

« 3 ) oo .
There’s no room to open our suitcases,” said Mother. “And

there’s nowhere to change.”
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'm Mrs. Rimas,” she said to -

“Please,” said Jonas, ‘pullin‘g my coat tightly around him.
" Mother tried to move toward the corner of the car but it

was useless. She bent down and opened- my suitcase a shght

"~ crack. Her hand dipped in and out, searching for somethmg '

1 saw my pmk sweater and a slip. Finally, she pulled out my

datk blue cotton ‘dres‘s. She thenl searched for pants for Jonas. -
“Excuse me, madam,” she said to a woman sitting' in the
corner of the car, “Could we trade places w1th you so my chil-
dren can change their clothes?”
“This is our spot, announced the Woman “We're not mov-
1ng > Her two daughters looked up at us.
“I realize it’s your spot. It would just be for 2 moment, 5o
my children have a bit of privacy.”
Thé woman said hothing and folded her arms across her
chest. _ v ' -
Mother thrust us neat the cd;ner, almost on top of the
‘woman. - : ‘ '
“Hey!” said the woman, throvvmg up her hands.
“Oh yes, so sorry. Just for a bit of privacy” Mother took my
coat from Jonas and held it up to shield.us. I chénged quickly

."and then used my nightgown to make an additional changing

curtain for Jonas.

“He peed, sa1d one of the girls, pointing at my brother.
Jonas froze. ‘

“You peed, little glrl?” I sald loudly “Oh, poor thmg

The ternperature in the car had risen steadlly since we

had climbed in. The wet scent,of an armpit hung in front of .

my face. We forged our way near the door, hoping for some . "

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES .

33




34

" air. We stacked our sultcases and ]onas sat on top, holdmg the
busdle from our cousin Regina. Mother stood on her toes, try-
inig to look out onto the train platform for Papa.

_ “Here,” said a gray—ha_ired man, putting a small case on the

floor. Stand on this.” ' o .
“That’s very kind,” said Mother, acceptmg
. “How long has it been?” he asked.
“Since yesterday,” she said.
“What does he do?” said the man.
“He’s provost at the university. Kostas Vilkas.”

© “Ah, yes, Vilkas.” The man nodded. He looked at us. HIS

eyes were kind..“Beautiful children.” |

Yes They look just like their father, she said.

- We zzll sat toget/;er on the velvet settee, Jonas on Papa’s lap.
Mother wore-her green silk dress with the full skirt. Her yel-
low hair fell in shiny waves against the side of her face, and
her emerald earrings sparkled under the lights., Papa wore

. on;e of his new dark suits. 1 bad chosen my cream-colored
dre:s with the brown satin sash and a mzztc/azng rzbbon Jor
my hair. :

“What a handsome fz‘zmz[y, "said the pbotogmphen positioning
his large camera. “Kostas; Lina looks just like you.”
“Poor girl,” teased Papa. “Let’s /aope s/oe grows out of it

' and ends up like her mother.” :

. “One can only hope,” I seased back, Everyone erupted in
laug/ater The flash went off:

i
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I COUNTED THE PEOPLE{—-fort‘y—isix packed in a cage on
wheels, maybe a rolling coffin. T used my fingers to ‘sketch the

" image in a layer of dirt on the floor near the front of the train :

car, wiping the drawings away and starting over, agam and

again. .
People chattered about our possible destlnatlon Some
said NKVD headquarters, others thought Moscow. I scanned
the group. Faces spoke.to their future, I saw courage, anget,
fear, and-confusion. Others were hopeless They had already
given up. Which was I?

Jonas swatted ﬂlCS away from his face and halr Mother

spoke quletly to the woman with the son my age. . .
“Where are you from?” the boy asked Jonas. He had wavy
brown hair and blue eyes. He looked like one of the popular

boys from school,

N
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- “Kaunas,” said Jonas. Where a\re you from?”
gancrar '
We looked at each other, sllent and awkward
“Whee is your dad?” blurted Jonas.
“In the Lithuanian army. The boy paused “He’s been
gone for a while.”

His mother looked like an officer’s wife, fancy and unac-
custorned to dirt. :Jonas contrnued to chatter, before I could
tell him to stop. (

“Our father Works at the university. I'm Jonas. Thls is my
sister, Lina.”

The boy nodded at me. “I m Andnus Arvydas I nodded

in returh and looked away.

“Do you.think they d let us get out, even for a few min-..

utes?” asked: Jonas. That way, if Papa is here at the statron,
~ he'll see us. He can 't ﬁnd us now.” '

“The NKVD won’t let us do much of. anything,” said
- Andrius. “T saw them beat someone who tried to run.”

“They called us pigs,” said my brother.

Dont listen'to them, Jonas. They re the pigs. They re stu--

~ pid-pigs,” I said.”
“Shh. T wouldn t say that;” said Andrius.
“What are you, the police?” I asked

Andrius raised his eyebrows No, Ij just dont want you to

get in trouble.” ,
“Don’t get us in trouble, Lina,” said Jonas.
I looked over toward Mothert

-“I gave them everythlng I had. I lied and told them he was
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feeble-minded. I had no ehoice,” whist)ered Andrius’s rnother.
“They would have split us up. Now I have nothing, not even

a crumb.”

| know, said Mother, reachmg out to the woman. “They .

 did the safne with us, and my boy is only ten years old

Ona’s baby wailed. Mrs. Rimas’ made her Way over to
Mother. o
“She’s trying to feed the child, but something’s wrong,”
said Mrs. Rimas. “The baby’s mouth won't latch properly.”

- Hours passed like long days. People cried of heat and hun-
ger. The bald man griped about his pain-while others tried to
organize the space and luggage. I had to surrender my dirt
canvas on the floor and instead used my ﬁngernall to carve
drawmgs on the wall. ,

Andrius Jumped down from the car to go to the bath—

room but was punched and thrown back in by the NKVD. |

We all cringed with each gunshot or scream. No .one dared

b

 leave the car again.
Someone discovered a hole, the size of a'plate, in the cor-

ner where the stubborn woman sat with her daughters. They
had been hiding the hole and the fresh air that came from it.

 People descended upon her, insisting she move. After she had -

been dragged off the spot, we all took turns using the hole to
go to the bathroom. Some just couldn’t bring themselves to do
it, The sounds and smells made my head spm A young boy
hung his head ftom the car and vomited.

Mrts. leas organized the children and began to tell sto-
ries. The young kids scrambled toward the librarian. Even the

P . 5
. 8
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two daughters left their grouchy mother and sat mesmerized

3 ,by the fantastic tales. The girl with the, dolly leaned agalnst

38

Mrs Rimas and sucked her thumb.

-~

" We sat in a circle on tﬁe library ﬂoar; Orne of the younger
. boys lay on his ‘back, sucking his thumb. The librarian

turned through the picture book, reading with an animated

voice. I listened and drew the characters in my little note-

book. I drew the drz‘zgon: and my heart began to bmtﬁzs'ter;.
He was alive. I felr a wave of heat from his fiery breath ’

, . comzng at me, blowing my hair back. Then I drew the prin-
cess running, her bezzutzful golden hair tumb/zng down the
mounmznszde '

Lzmz, are you mm’y t0 go?”.

1 looked up. The librarian /Jovered over me. All 0f the

children were gone.

“Lina, are you okay? You ve flushed. You re not ﬁelmg zll v

are you?l”
L shook | my head and held up my notebook
“Oh my word, Lina, did you draw thas?” The lzbmrum
quickly reached, for the pad.
I nodded, smiling. -
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. THE SUN BEGAN TO SET. Mother braided my wavy, sweaty

hair. I-tried to count how many hours we had spent in the
prison box, and wondered how many more we had to go. People
ate the food they had brought. Most shared. Some dldnt
* “Lina, that loaf of bread,” Mothet began. .
I shook my head Was that loaf of bread still there, sitting
on my desk? “T dont have the bread,” I replied. ,
“All rlght, said’ Mother,. taking . some food to Ona Her‘

| lips pursed, she,was. disappointed.

Andrius sat with-his knees drawn up, smoking a c1garette
‘He was starmg at me. '
“How old are you?” I asked
“Seventeen.” He continued to stare.
“How long have you been smok1ng>”
“What are you, the pohce’” he said, and looked away.
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.Night came. It was datk in our wooden box. Mother said

we should be thankful they left the door open. I wasn’t about

to thank the NKVD for anything, Every few minutes I heard
their boots marching by. I couldn’t sleep. I wondered if there -

. was'a moon out, and if so, what it looked like. Papa said sci-

entists speculated that from the moon, the earth looked blue.
That mght I believed it. I would draw it blue and heavy Wltl’l
tears. Where was Papa> I closed my eyes.

Something bumped my s’houlder' I opened rny eyes. It was .
lighter in the train car. Andrius stood above, nudging me with
his shoe. He put his ﬁnger to his lips and’ motioned with his
head. I loqked over at- Mother. She slept, clutching her coat

tightly around her. Jonas was gone. My head snapped around, .
\lo'eking for my brother. Andrius kicked me again and waved

me forward. . ,

1 got up and stepped between the human bundles toward
the door of the train car. Jonas stood at the opening, clutch-
ing the side. “Andrius sdid that an hour ago, a long train came
in. Someone told him it was full of men,’ whxspered ]onas
“Maybe Papa is on it.”

“Who told you that?” I asked Andrlus

“Don’t worry who told me,” he said. “Let’s look for our

- fathers.”

I looked down off the train. The sun had just appeared

on the horizon. If Papa was at the train station, I Wanted to

. find him. . r | _
T I go'and let you know what I find out,” I said. “Where
s the train that pulled in?”
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go.

Hovv are you gomg to find my father? You don t know :

what he looks like,” T snapped L
“Are you always so pleasant?” said Andrius,
“Maybe you can both go, suggested Jonas.
“I can go by myself Isaid. “T'll find Papa and bmng hun
to our car.” , ‘
“This is ridiculous. We're wastlng ttme I shouldn t have
Woken you up,’ said Andrius.
* I looked out of the trainlcar The guard was,a hundred feet

- away, his back to me. I hung down off the edge and dropped
| quletly to the ground, scrambhng under the train. Andnus‘: \
beat me there. Suddenly, we heard a yelp and saw Jonas Jump—' ,
ing down. Andrius grabbed h1m and we tried to hide behind -
one of the wheels, pecking under the train. The NKVD officer - '.'

‘stopped and turned around.

I put my hand over Jonas’s mouth. We crouched near the

© wheel, afraid to bteathe. The officer resumed walking.

Andrius peeked out the other side and waved us on. |

crawled out. The back of our train car had Russian writing. *

omit. .
- “Thieves and prostltutes, > Andrius ‘whispered. “That’s

What it says.”

. Thieves and prostitutes. Our mothers were in that, car, :

along with a teacher, a hbrarlan, elderly people, anda newborn. -

baby—thieves and prostitutes. Jonas:looked at'the writing. I

grabbed his hand, thankful he couldn’t read Russian..I wished .
he had stayed on the train.

'

“In.bacl;:. of us. But you're-not going,” said Andrius. “Tll
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* Another line of red cattle wagons sat on tracks behind ours.
The doors, however, were closed and locked with large bolts
We looked around, thén ran under the other train, dodging
the splatters of waste. Andrius knocked on the bottorn near a
bathroom hole. A shadow appeared.

“What's your father’s name?” Andrius asked me.

“Kostas Vilkas,” I said quickly. |

“We're lookrng for Petras Arvydas and Kostas Vrlkas, he .

Whrspered

The head disappeared. We heard scufﬂrng on the floor of
the car. The head reappeared ‘Not in thrs car, Be careful chil-
dren. Be very quiet.”

. We scurried from car to car, dodging dropprngs and knock-
ing. Each time a head disappeared, I felt my stomach tighten. .
“Please, please, please,” Jonas Would say. And then we'd move

on, with warnings-of caution or messages for loved ones. We

reached the seventh car. The man’s head ‘disappeared. It was :

quret inside. Please, please, please,” said Jonas.

“Jonas?” .
-

“Papa!” we said, trying not to raise our voices. A match -

scraped across a wood plank. Papa’s face appeared in the hole.
He looked gray, and his eye was badly bruised.

“Papa, we're 1n a car over there,” began Jonas. “Come with

»
us. \

“Shh... , sard Papa ‘T can’t. You shouldnt be here Where
is your mother?” -

“In: the car,” T said, happy yet. borrified to see my fathers
bludgeoned face. “Are you all right?”
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“I'm okay,” he said. “Are you okay? Is your mother okay?”
“We're okay,” I said. .

" “She doesn’t know we’re here,” said Jonas. “We wanted to -

find you. Papa, they broke into our house and—"

“I know. They’re attaching our train to yours.”

“Where are they takrng us?” T asked. |

“To Siberia, I think.” -~

Siberia? That couldn’t be rrght Siberia was half a World
away. There was nothing in Siberia. I heard Papa talking
inside the train car. His arm came out of the hole holding
some scrunched—up material. ‘

“Take this Jacket and these socks. You’ 1 need them More
noise came from inside. Papa handed out another jacket, two
shirts, and more socks. He then handed down a large piece of
ham. -

| “Children, split this. Fat i it,” Papa said.

I hesrtated and stared at the ham my father handed through

the same hole people used as a toilet:

~ “Put it in your mouths right now!” he said.

I tore the thick piece of ham! in quarters and handed sorne :

to ]ohas and Andrius. I put the Jast piece in my dress pocket

for Mother.
“Lina, take this and grve it to your mother. Tell her it’s

okay to sell it, if she has to.” Papa’s hand came down to me,

holdmg his gold Weddrng band. T stared atit.

" “Lina, do you understand? ‘Tell her it’s in case she needs

" money.”

I wanted to tell him we had already traded a pocket Watch

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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 for Jonas. T nodded and put the r1ng on my thumb not able to
 swallow the ham past the lump in my throat. '

“Sir,” said Andrius, “is Petras Arvydas in your car?”

Im sorry, son, he’s not,’ " said Papa Thls is very danger-

*ous. You must all get back to your train.”

"I nodded.
“Jonas.” A , ‘
“Yes, Papa?” Jonas said, peering up at the hole.
“You're very brave to have come. You must all stay together

I'know you gl take good care of your sister and mother while -

1 am away.”

I will, Papa, i promise, sald Jonas. “When Wlll we see
you?” S ' ' : ,
Papa paused. ¢ 1 dont know. Hopefully soon.” v
I clutched the bundle of clothes. Tears began droppmg
down my cheeks.
“Don’t cry, Lina. Courage, said Papa You can help me.”
I looked up at him.
“Do you understand?” My father looked at Andrius, hesi-

“tant. You can heélp me find you,” he whispered. “I'll know

it’s you-. - just like, you know Munch. But you must be very

_carefu’l.” ’

, “But,” I started, uncertain.
“I love you both. Tell your mother I love her. Tell her to
think of the oak tree: Say your prayers, children, and I lel
hear them. Pray for Lithuania. Now run back. Hurry!”" ,
. My chest hurt and my eyes burned. I started to walk but
stumbled. |
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Andrlus ‘caught me. Are you okay?” he asked His face “
looked soft, concerned. ”

“I'm fine,” I said, quxckly wiping my eyes and pulhng free
of his grasp. “Let’s go find your father.” '

“No, you heard hxm. Hurry, run back Tell your mother
what he said” ’

“But what about your fatherP 1 asked.

\

“Pm going to'try a few more. I'll meet you back at our car”
he said. “Just.go, Lina. You re Wastmg time.” |

I hesitated. ° . ‘

“Are you scared to go alone?”

“No! I’mvno4t scared,” I'said. “My father said we should stay
together, but we’ll go by ourselves.” I snatched Jonas by the
hand. “We don’t need him, right, Joaas?”

Jonas stymbled, looking over his shoulder ‘at Andrius.
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“HALT' ” a voice commanded.’

We were so close, neatly under our train car. NKVD boots °

tnarched toward us. I tucked my thumb and Papas wedding
band into my palm. ‘
“Davai!” the voice yelled
Jonas and I crept out from under the car.
“Lina! Jonas!” yelled Mother, leaning out of the train.
+ The officer pointed his gun at Mother, sighaling for her to

'be quret He then c1rcled around us, his boots cornrng closer

with each turn.

I felt Jonas edge up beside me. I trghrened my fist, hoping
. the guard wouldn’t see Papa’s ring. “We dropped some things
down the bathroom hole,” 1lied, lifting up the bundle. Mother
translated my Words into Russian for the guard.’ ‘

L The ofﬁcer looked at the socks on top of the heap I was

46

" holding. He grabbed Jonas and began searching his pockets.

I thought of the ham'in my dress. How could I explain a slice.
. of ham in rhy pocket when we were all so hungry? The guard
shoved us both to the ground. He waved his rifle around our
‘faces, yelling i in Russian. I huddled near Jonas, staring down -

the batrel of his gun. I closed my eyes. Please, no. He kicked gravel -

at our legs and then spat, “Davail” pointing toward the train car.
Mother’s face was ashen. She did a poor job of hiding her
fear this time. Her hands trembled and she was nearly panting,
“You could have been killed!” ‘ ,
“We're okay, Mother,” anno‘unced Jonas. His Voice'shool<.

“We went ¢ find Papa.”

shoulders. ,

“He came with us,” Ilsaid.r ,
“But where is he?” she demanded. -
“He wanted to look for his father,” I said.

“His father?” She sighed deeply. “Why doesn’t he believe

me? Tve told him again and agarn that his father . She
j .
- turned around and began to cry.

I realized I had made a great mrstake I should not have left '

Andrius behind.
“We found him, Mother \We found Papa, said Jonas.
People crowded roward us. They wanted to know how
many men were on the train and if we saw their loved ones.

“He said he thinks we’re going to Siberia,” Jonas reported.

““And he gave us some ham. The three of us ate it, but we saved

a piece for you. Lina, give Mother the piece of ham.”

THIEVES AND -P‘ROSTITUTES‘
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I reached in my pocket and handed the piece of ham to
Mother. o
She saw it, the ring on my thumb.

“In case you need money,” I said. “He said you could sell

»

It :
~ “And he said to remember the oak tree,” said Jonas,

Mother took the ring off of my thumb and put it.to her
llpS She began to cry.

“Don’t cry, Mother,” said Jonas.
“Girl!” shouted the bald man. What else did you bring
to eat?” | .
“Lina, give this piece of ham to Mr. Stalas,” said Mother,
sniffing. “He’s hungry.” _ o |
“Mr. Stalas. The bald man had a name. I moved toward

* him. His withered arms were green and purple Wlth bruxses I

/

held out the piece of ham.
“That’s your mother’s,” he said. “What else do. you have>
“That’s all he gave me”
““How many cars were on that train?”
“Tdon’t knnw;” [ said. ‘fMayhe twenty.”-
“He said we're going to Siberia?”
- “He's probably rlght your father,” he said.
Mother’s crymg subsided. I held out the plece of ham
again.

“That’s your ‘mother’s,” said the bald man. “Make sure she

eats it. I don’t like ham anyway. Now leave me alone.”

“He wouldn’t come with us,” my brother explained to Mrs.

.Rum Sepetylr '

Arvydas “He and Lina started ﬁghtmg and he satd he " was
going to check more cars.”
- “We weren't fighting,” I interrupted.

“If they find him wandering around and discover he is the

son of an ofﬁcer—’ said Mrs Arvydas She hid her face i 1n her

hands

The gray—haxred man shook his head and Wound his watch
1 felt guilty. Why didnt I stay with Andrius’ or insist he

_ come back Wlth us> I looked out of the train car, hoplng to

see him.

Two Soviets pulled a priest down the platform His hands

were bound and his cassock was dlrty Why a -priest? But
~then . .. why.any of us? N =
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THE SUN ROSE and ‘the temperature in the car climbed

qurckly The wet smell of feces and urihe hovered over us like
a filthy blanket. Andrius had’ not returned, and Mrs. Arvydas

wept so hard it scared me. I felt sick with gurlt

A guard approached the car and handed up a bucket of

‘water and a bucket of slop.

Everyone surged toward the buckets “Wait,” said Miss.

Grybas, as if she were drrectmg her class. We must all take
“just a bit, to ensure everyone can eat.”
" Theslop resembled gray animal feed. Some chrldren refused

tO eat it.’

" Jonas found the package from Mother’s cousin Regina.

Insrde was a small blanket, a sausage, and a coffee cake.

.~ Mother shared the food, grvrng small pieces to everyone. The -

baby continued to wail. Ona twisted.and screamed right along

§
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breath. “Of that I am certain. He knows too much.”

: With the child, who still refused to eat-and looked a darker
“shade of pink.

Hours passed. Andrius didn’t return. Mother sat down .
next to me. “How did your father look?” she asked, smooth--

ing my braids and putting her arm around my shoulder.

© “Not too bad,” I lied: I but my head on her shoulder. “Why
are they taking us? Is it really because Papa works at the uni-
versity? That doesn t make sense.”

The bald man groaned.

“See, like hrm,_ I whispered. “He’s not a teacher He's a

stamp collector and he’s being deported,” I said.

“He’s not just a stamp collector,” said Mother under her

“What does he know?”

Mother sighed, shaking her head. “Stalin has a ‘plan,‘my

love. The Kremlin will do anything to see it through. You .

know that., He wants Lrthuama for the Soviet Unron, S0 hes '

moving us out temporarrly

“But why us?” I asked. “They already moved into Lithuania

last year. Isn’t that enough?” ‘

“It’s not just us, dear. I imagine he’s doing the same to
Latvia, Estoma, and Finland. It’s comphcated, said Mother
“Iry to rest.” ‘

I was exhausted but couldn’t sleep I wondered if my cousin
Joana was also on a train somewhere. Maybe she was near
Papa. Papa said I could help him, but how could I help him
if we were really gorng to Siberia? I dozed off, thrnkrng of

Andrius, trying to see his face. .
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AT walked bj the piece, my feet ‘xtopped The ﬁice It was

* enchanting, like nothing I had ever seen. It was a charcoal f
portmzt of @ young man. The corners of his lips turned up,

" yet despite bis smile, the pain on his fuce made: my eyes
welZ with tears. The subtleties wit/)z'h his b;ir blended 50
softly, yet created strong variation. I stc\;bped closer to inspect. -
Flawléss. How did he achieve such sheer shade without so
mich as 4 pause or a fingerprint? Who was the artist, and
who was the young man? I looked at the :zgnatére Maunch.

“YVoung lady, follow the group, p/eﬂse Thats part of a

| d ﬁ%rent exhibit,” said our guide.

Some of the students had complained mrliér How could
they complain about field tvip to the art museurn? [ had.

. been loo/ezng forward to it  for months. - ,

The guzdes shoes clacked down the sile Sloor. ]Wy body
moved forwam’ but my head remained fixed on the dmw—
ing, ﬁxed_on the face. I rubbed my fingers together. A light

 touch, yes, but with confidence. I couldn’t wait to try it.
. L sat at the desk in my 5édroonz. 1 felt the charcoal vibrate
slightly as I pushed it across the pdgé.' The sound it made
against the paper gave me chills. I bit my bottom lip. I ran
my middle finger along t/ae edge, softening t/ae harsh /zne
Not quite, but almost. (

I pushed the tlp of my ﬁnger through the dirt on the floor,

drawing hls name. Munch. I would recogmze his art any-

where, And Papa-would recognize mine. That’s what he meant.

He could find me if I left a trail of drawings.
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‘pulled back before realizing,

WHEN I WOKE, the car was dark. I moved to the front and”

hung my head over the side for air. My hair swﬁng away from

, my neck. A rush of air switled around my face, and I breathed

deeply. Gravel crunched. I snapped my head up, expecting

to see a guard. No one was there. The gravel shiifted agam

I dropped my head back down, looking under the train. A |
dark figure huddled near the wheel. I squinted, trying to focus -

in the low light. A bloody hand lifted toward me, shaking. I

\

“Andrius,

I turned toward Mother. Her cyes were closed her arms

'Wrapped around Jonas. I'looked out on the train platform.

The NKVD_ marched two cars down, their backs to me.
The little girl with the dolly sat on her knees near the door.

- I put my finger to my lips. She nodded. I lowered myself

down off the car, trying not to make a sound. My chest
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" .f,humped, re.membering the guard pdinfing the gun. at me.’
’ I stepped closer and stopped. A truck drove by somewhere -

out31de, its lights momentarily sweeping under the car. Andrius

"stared off with'a blue, battered face. He had swollen plllows for

_eyes. HIS shirt was covered in blood, his lips shced I knelt

down beside him. . "
“Can‘you walk?” |
3 “A little,” he said. -,
I peeked out to sce the guards. They stood in a group smok-
ing, four cars dovvn I tapped lightly near the bathroom hole

' . The grouchy woman’s face appeared Her eyes widened.

“ have Andrjus. We need to get him back on the train.” -
She stared at mie. =

“Did you hear me?” I Whlspered “You have to pull him up.
Move!” - :

Her face disappeared from the hole. I heard scufﬂmg inside

 the car and glanced down to the guards. I slung Andrius’s

bloody arm over my shoulder and grabbed him by the waist.

. We rose and inched toward the door. The gray—h’ai'red man
hung his head over, signaling for us to wait. Andrius sagged on

my shoulder, making my knees bend. I didn’t know how long &

I'could hold him up. ’
"NOW!” said the gray-haired man. I thrust Andrius toward

the man who, together With the others,'pulled him up.

. T peeked out at, the: guards Just as I moved, they turned -

" _and began walking toward me. Desperate, I looked dround. T

"grabbed on to the undercarriage of the train and lifted my legs .

up, suspended under the car. The sound of the boots came
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" closer-and emerged near the wheel. I .cl.o'sed my eyes. They
"were speaking in Russian. A matchstick hissed, and a glow

appeared on the guard’s boot. They chatted in: low voices. My
arms began to shake, trying to hold on. Hurry

I hung there. My hands began to sweat. I was Iosmg niy

grip. Leave. A deep burning washed through the fibers of my

. muscles. Their conversation continued. Please. I bit my lip. Move.

A dog barked. The guards walked toward the .souxrld'.

Mother and the gray-haired man pulled me up. I slumped
. agains;c the open door, gasping for air. The little girl with the

dolly put her finger to her lips and nodded. -

I stared at Andnus Dried blood caked his teeth and thev'

corners of his lips. His jaw was swollen. I hated them, the
NKVD and the Soviets. I planted a seed of hatred in my heart.

" T swore it would grow to be a massive tree whose roots would

strangle them all.
“How could they do this?” I asked aloud. I looked around

the train car. No one spoke. How could we stand up for our-

 selves if everyone coweted in fear and refused to speak’ .
I had to speak. I'd write everything ‘,down, draw it all. T

would help Papa find us. .
~ Andrius shifted his legs. I looked down at him.
L Thanké,” he whispered.

" THIEBVES AND PROSTITUTES
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I WOKE WITH A START next to Jonas and Andrius. The
door to our car had been closed and locked. People began to
panic. ‘ o

The engines let out a hiss of eteam.

“Please don’t move unless you absolutely have to,” ordered

Miss Grybas: “Make sure the bathroom area:stays clear.”

~“Mrs. Book LadyP Will you tell us a story?” asked the gitl

with the dolly. - ¢
“Mama,” whimpered a little V01ce, “Im scared. Turn on
the light.” .

“Did anyone bring a lantern?” someone asked.
“Sure, and I have a four-course ‘meal in my pocket, too,”
saxd the bald man.
“Mr. Stalas, said Mother, please, we're all doing the best

we can.”
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‘fGirl " .he commanded.’ “Look out that little slot and tell

us what you see.”

I moved toward the front of the car and holsted myself up.

“The sin is begmnmg to rise,” I -said.

“Spare us the poetry,” \snapped the bald man. \What s hap~ ,

. pening out there?”
The train hissed again, then clanked
: “NKVD officers are Walkmg by the train with rlﬁes, " 1

. said.” There are some men-in dark suits lookmg at the train’

car S

We felt a jolt and the’ train began to move.

“There’s luggage everywhere,” I said. “And- lots of food on .

the platform.” People groaned. The station looked eerie, deso-

late, frozen with only remnants of the chaos that had taken -

place. There were single shoes strewn about; a cane, a woman’s

purse lying open, and an orphaned teddy bear,

“We'te moving out of the station,” I reported. I craned my -

neck to Jook ahead. “There are people, Isaid. “There’sa prlest :
He's praying. A man is holding a large crucifix.”

The priest looked up, flung oil, and made the s1gn of the.

cross as our train rolled away.

He'was issuing last rites.

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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AS WE ROLLED, I reported every detail from the window:.
The Nemunas River, the big‘.‘churches, buildings, the streets,,

even the trees we passed. Péol;)le sobbed. Lithuania had never
looked more beautiful. Flowers burst Wifh color against the .

June landscape. We moved along, our cars marked “thieves
~ and prostitutes.” \

After two hotirs the train began to slow.

“We're coming into a station,” I said.

“What does the sign say”’ asked the bald man.

T waited for the train to move closer “Vilnius. We're in .
Vilnius,” I said quietly, -

Vilnius, the capital of thhuama We had studled the |
history in school. Six hundred years ago, the Grand Duke
Gediminas had adream. He saw an iron wolf standing high -

upon a hill. He‘clonsulted a priest about the dream who told
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him that the iron wolf symbol‘iz'ed a large and formidable

city, a city of opportunity.
“Lina, may I speak to you, please?”
- The remairgdef of my classmates filed out of the room. 1
approached the teacher’s desk. c
" “Lina,”she said, clasping her hands on the desk, “itseems '
you prefer socializing to studying.” She opened a folder in
front of her. My stomach leapt into my throat. Inside were
notes I had written to girls in class, along with accompanying
sketches. On vop of the pile sat a drawing of a Greek nude
and a portrait of my handsome history teacher. I found these
-in the trash. I've spoken to your parents.”

My hands became clammy. “Twas trymg 1o copy t/ae ﬁgure
from a library book—"

She raised her hand to stop me. “In aa’dztzon to being quite
social, however, you appear to bea g ﬁ‘ed artist. Your portratts,
are”—she paused, rotating the a’mwmg—~ captzwtzng T/aey
show a depth of emotion well beyond your years.”

“Thank you,” I bmzt/aed

“T believe your talent is above what we could develop /Jere
There is a summer program, however, in Vzlmm

“Tn Vilnius?” I asked. Vilnius was a few hours away.

“Yes, in Vilnius. Next year, when you e sixteen, you d be
allowed to enter. Iféccepz‘m’; yor'd ‘st‘udyy with some of the most .
talented artists in northern Euro}e. Would that interest you?”

I tried to swallow my excitement long enough to :p%ﬂ/e;

“Yes, Mrs. Pranas, it would.”
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| “ThenI'd like 1o recommend, you‘. You’l[ fill out an appli-
cation and submit some s.an'?zp/es of yofur dra@ings, " she said)
handing the folder with the notes and ;)eetches to me. “We'll
send them off 0 Vilnius as soon as p’oﬁib[e. » |
“Mrs. Pranas, thank you!” I said.
She smiled and leaned back in her chair. ]ts my plm—

sure, Lina. You have talent. You have a mccessful Suture

ahead of you.”
Someoﬁe"'"discoveréd a.l‘oos‘e' board behind ‘s'omef‘ luggage on
 the back wall. Jonas crawled back and wiggled it aside.
“What do you see?” - -
“Thete’s 4 man in the trees, > said Jonas.
Partlsans, sald the bald man, They re trymg to hclp us.
. Get his attentmn ,
Jonas stuck his hand out of the' openlng in the board, try-
 ing to wave.
" “He’s commg, ’ said ]onas. “Shh"’
“They're unhooking the cars with the men,” a man’s voice

Sald “They’re splitting the train in two. He ran back into the

woods. . -

N

Infer‘mjttcnt shots réng out in the distance,
“Where are'they taking the men?” T asked.
‘Maybe the men are going to Siberia,” sa1d Mrs. Rimas.
“And we're going somewhere else

I preferred the thought of Siberia, if that’s Where Papa,
Would be.”

Metal clanged and screeched They were d1v1d1ng the train.
Thete was another sound.
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“Listen,” I said. “The men.” It grew louder. Louder. The'y '

wwere singing, singing at the top of their lungs. Andrius Jomed

and then my brother and the gray-haired man. And finally, the

“bald man joined in, singing our national anthem. Lithuania,

land of heroes . . .
1 wept.
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THE VOICES OF THE MEN in the other cars had sounded '
full of prrde, full of conﬁdence Fathers, brothers, sons, hus-.

‘bands. Where were they all going? And where were we going
a train car full of women, chrldren, elderly, and infirmed? ,
| T wiped my tears with my handkerchlef and allowed oth-
| ers to do the same. When it was handed back to me, I paused,
staring at it. Unlike paper, the handkerchief could travel hand-
* to hand without deteriorating. I would use it 0 draw on for
Papa. ' ‘
While I devised a plan, the women in the car ‘showed con-
+ stant concern for the baby, who could not seem to niurse,
- Mrs. Rimas urged Ona to keep trying. “Come, corne;

dear.”

‘What is it?” asked my mother through the darkness of:
 the car.

v

~ “It’s Ona,” said Ms. Rirnas “Her ducts are clogged and
she’s too dehydrated. The baby won’t suckle” '

Despite Mrs. Rimas’s efforts, nothing’ seemed to help.

We rolled for days, stoppmg in the middle of nowhere.
The NKVD wanted to ensure we, could not be seen and had
nowhere to run. We, waited for our daily stops. It was the only

time the door would.be open to light-or fresh air.

“One person! TWO buckets. Any dead bodies in there?” the

\

' guards would ask.

We had agreed to rotate. That way, everyone Would get a
chance to get out of the car. Today was my turn. I had dreamed

of seeing blue sky and feeling the sun on my face.. But eatlier,

it had begun to rain. We had all scrambled to hold cups and

" containers out of the little slot to catch the rainwater.

I snapped ﬁy umbrella closed, shaking the excess rainwater
- onto the sidewalk. A gentleman in a suit é;hergm’ from,a
| restaurant,’ stepping quicl/ely: away from the drops I was
splashing about. . ' o
“Ob, sir, I'm sorry!” . :
“No trouble ar all, miss,” he said, noddmg and touch-
ing the britn of his bat. , |
" The smell of roasted potaroes and, spzced meat drzfted out
of the restaurant. The sun appeared, spreading a golden fil- “
ter across the concrete and warming the back of my head.
V%nde;fulé—t/re'concert in the par/e.woyldh’t be canceled
tonight. Mother had p':ld‘nﬁe‘d to pack “ hamper with our

dinner for a moonlight picnic on the grass.
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AsT rolled the umbre//a and wmpped t/Je c/osure, L jumped
" when Isaw a Jace staring at me from the pua’d[e at my feet.
1 laug/zed at my disorientation, smzlzng at m)/self in the pool
‘of water. The edges of the puddle shimmered beneath the
sun, creating a beaitiful ﬁume around my ﬁzce 1 wished I |
. could photograph it to draw later Suddenly, a ﬁzmt shadow
appeared behind my head in she puddle I turned around. A
pastel rainbow arched out of the clouds,

~ N

_ The train slowed. Hurry, Llna Do you have the buckets?”

‘asked Mother.

“Yes.” I moved closer to the door. Once the train stopped,

I waited for the sound Boots and clanking. The door }erked
open.

“One person! Two buckets. Any dead bodies in there?” the .

NKVD commanded.

Ishook my head, eager to get out. The guard stepped aside

and I jumped down. My stiff legs gave way, and I fell to the

“muddy ground.

“Lina, are you all ‘ﬁght’” called Mother.

“Davai!” yelled the guard, along Wlth a series of Russran '

expletrves before he spit on me.

I got up and looked down the length of the train. The

| sky was gray. Rain fell steadily. I heard a scream and saw the

limp body of a child heaved out into the mud. A woman tried

to jump out after the corpse. She was smashed in the face by

' the butt of a rifle. I saw another body thrown out. Death had

begun to gather a crop.
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“Don’t delay, Lina,” said the gray-haired man from our car.

“Be swift with the buckets.”

I felt as if I were dreaming with a high fever. My head
seemed airy and my step unsteady. I nodded and looked up
at our-car. A group of heads stacked upon one another stared !

back at me.
-Dirt and filth clung to their faces Andrrus smoked a crga—

| rette and looked off the other way. His face was still bruised.

Utine streamed through the bottom of the train car. Ona’s:

baby cried from-inside. I saw the wet green field. Come here, it '

beckoned Run "

Maybe I should, I thought. Do i, Lina. ’

“What's wrong Wlth her?” Vorces began chattenng from the
traifi car. h

Run, Lina.

The buckets flew out of my hands I saw Andrius hmprng
away with them. I just stood there, looking at the ﬁeld ‘

“Lina. Come back in, dear, pleaded Mother.

1 closed my eyés. Rain splashed against my skin and harr

I saw Papa’s face, peering down from the match-lit hole in his

train car. I'll know it’s you . . . just like you know Munc/a. .
“Davail” ' ' "
' An NKVD. officer hovered over me. Hrs breath recked of

liquor. He grabbed my arms and threw me toward the traip.

Andrius returned with buckets of water and gray animal -

feed. “Hope you enjoyed your bath,” he said.
“What drd you see out there, girl?” demanded the bald

man.
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into the mud. Two children.” People gasped.
The door to our car slammed shut.
“How old were the dead kids?” asked Jonas quietly. -

“I don’t kiow. I only saw them from afar”

Mother combed thrmig"h miy wet hair in the dark,
“I wanted to run,” I whispered to her.
“I can understand that,” said Mother. -
Youcan’” ' SR '

’

“Lina, wanting to get avvay from th1s is perfectly under-
standable. But like yOur father said, we must all stay together.

It’s very imporfant.”

“But how can they just decide that we're animals? They
don’t even know us,” I said.

“We know us, * said Mother. “They’re wrong, And don tever

allovv them to convince you otherwise. Do you understand?”

I nodded But T knew some people had already béen con-
vinced. I saw them cowering in front of the guards, their faces

hopeless. I wanted to draw them all.

“When I looked up at our train cary everyone looked sick,”
I'said. - \

 “Well, were not,” said Mother. “We're hot sick. We'll soon
 be back in oyr hoimes. When the rest of the world finds out -

‘what the Soviets are doing, they will put an end to all of this.”
Would they?
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“, . I'saw the NKVD throwing dead bod1es off the traln

WE WEREN'T SICK, but others were. Each day when the
train stopped, we'd lean-out of the car and try to count the
number of bodies thrown. It grew every day. 1 notlced Jonas

kept track of the chlldren, making marks with a stone on the

floorboard of the car. I looked at his marks and imag’iﬁcd ‘

+drawing little heads atop each onc——ha1r, eyes, a nose, and a

mouth.

People estimated our path traveled south. Whoever was
"posted at the little window would call out when we passed

markers or signs. My feet were'numb from the V1brat10§1 of

the floorboards. My head was curdled from the stench, and I

itched terribly. Lice were biting down the side of my hairline,

behind my ears, and in my armpits.
‘We had passed through Vilnius, Minsk, Orsha, Smolensk
I wrote the path of cities on my handkerchief in ink. Each

B

67




68

’

ddy when the door was open'to light, I'would add more detail

‘and 1dent1fy1ng clues that Papa would recognize—our birth-
days, a drawmg of a vilkas—a wolf. I made markings only in .

- the center, sutrounded by a circle of hands touching ﬁngers I

scrawled the words pass along under the drawing of the hands
and I dréw a Lithuanian coin. When the handkerchief was

folded, the wrltlng was undetectable

Drawmg?” wh1spered the gray—halred man, winding his
watch. ~
I Jumped
“Idido’t mean to scare you, he said. I won’t tell.”
1 have to get word to my father,” I said, my voice low. “So
he can find us. I figured I could pass this handkerchief and
phat eventually, it will get to him.”
“Very clever,” he said.
He had been kind .on the j journey. Could I trust h1m> “1
need to give it to someone who will understand the i impor-
tance and pass it along,” - ‘

“I can help you -with that,” he said.

- We had been rolhng for eight days when the train )erked hard

“and began to slow.

Jonas was at the little window slot. "‘There’s another train.
We're coming up on a train gomg in the opposite dlrectlon
It’s stopped.”

Our train car dragged bleedmg off speed. . .,

“We're pulling up alongside it. There arfe men. The win-

‘ dows are open on thClI‘ cars,” said ]onas
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“Men?” said Mother. She qu1ck1y made her way to the

window, swapped places with Jonas, and yelled out in Russian.

- They replied. The energy in her voice lifted and she began to
speak quickly, pulling for breathsin between questions.

“For God’s sake, woman,” said the bald man.- “Stop your
socializing and tell us what’s going on. Who are they?” |
“They’re soldiers,” reported Mother, elated. “They’re going
to the front. There is war between Getmany and the USSR.
Germany has moved into Lithuania,” she shouted. “Did you

" hear me? The Germans are in Lithuania!”

Morale soared. Andrius and Jonas shouted and:who.oped.
Miss Grybas began to sirig “Take Me Back to My Homeland
People hugged one another and cheered.

Only Ona was quiet. Her baby was dead.
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THE TRAIN WITH the Russian soldiers rolled away The
doors were opened and Jonas jumped out with the buckets.

I looked over to Ona She was forcxng the dead child
toward her breast.

0,”'shé said through grltted teeth,’ rockmg back and

,forth “No. No »

Mother moved toward her. Oh my dear I'm so sorry.”
“NO!” Ona screamed, clutchlng her baby
Hot tears stung my parched eyes.
“What are you crying for?” complaxned the- ‘bald man.
“You knew it was going to happen What was the baby going
to eat, lice? You're all imbeciles. The thing is better off, When
Idie, if you're smart you H eat me if you all Want to survive so

badly ”

He prattled on, gratlng, mfunaung The words d1storted I
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heard only the timbre of his voice thumping in my ars. Blood

pumped through my chest and rose up my neck.

“DAMN YOU!” Andriu"s screamed and lurched toward

the bald man. “If you don’t shut your mouth, old man, I Il tear
out your tongue. I'll do it. I'll make- the Soviets look kind.”

~ No one spoke or - tried to'stop Andrius. Not even Mother. I felt

relief; as if the words had come from my own mouth.

“You're concerned only with yourself,” Andrius continued.

“When the Germans kick the Soviets out of Lithuania, we'll,

leave you here on the tracks so we don’t have to_put up with

you anymore.”

“Boy, you don’t understand. The Germans aren’t going to

solve the problem. Hitler’s going to create more,” said the bald

“man. “Those damn lists,” he muttered

, “No one wants to hear. from you, understand?”

“Ona, dear,” said Mother. “Give me the baby.”

“Don’t give her to them,” ‘begged Ona Please
“We Wlll not give her 'to. the guards. I promise,” said

Mother She examined the baby one last time, feeling for pulse

or breath. “We'll wrap hér in somethmg beautiful” -
Ona sobbed. I moved to the open door to get sotne air.
Jonas retiirned with the buckets.
“\Why are you crying?” he asked, chmbmg up.:
‘I shook my head.” - S '
“What’s wrong?” he pressed. .
- “The.‘baby’s dead,” said Andrius.
“Our baby?” he asked softly.
Andrius nodded. '
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Jonas:put down the buckets He looked over toward Mother
holdmg the bundle and then at me. He knelt down and took

- the small stone out of his pocket, making a mark on the ﬂoor— .

boards next to. the others. He paused for a few moments, |

motionless, and then began élamming the stone against the
markings, harder and harder. He beat the floorboards with
such force that I thought he might break hls hand. T moved

- toward him. Andrius. stopped me.

“Let him doi lti " he sald.
'Tlooked at him, uncertain.

“Better that he gets used to it,” he said.

Used to what, the feeling of uncontrolled anger? Or a sad-

ness so dcep, like your very core has been hollowed out and fed

A back to you from a du‘ty bucket?

I looked at Andrius, his face stxll warped with brulsmg He
saw me staring. “Are you used to it?” I asked,

A muscle in his jaw twitched. He pulled a cigarette, butt
from his pocket and lit it. “Yeah;” he said, blowing a stream of

smoke into the air, “I'm used to it.”

People discussed the war and how the Germans might save us.

For once, the bald man said uothiﬁ'g. I wondered if what he
said about Hitler was true. Could we be trading Stalin’s sickle
for_.something worse? No one seemed to think so.‘Papav would
know. He always knew those sorts of things, but he never
discussed them with me. He discussed them with Mother.
Sometimes at night I'd hear whispers and murmurs from their

room. [ knew that meant they were talking abouit the Soviets.
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‘With a dead baby? Did he know how much.I missed him? T

~ smiling face

I théught about Papa. Dld he know about the Wayl? Did he
knuw we all had lice? Did he know we were huddled together.

clutched the handkerchlef in my pocket, thinking of Papa’s

' Hold stzll/ "1 complained.
T had an itch,” said my father, grmmng ‘
“You did not, you're just trying to make this dzﬁ?mlt, N
teased, trying to capture his bright blue eyes.
m testing you. Real artists must be able to capture the
rn.zoment, ” he said. ' '
“But if you don’t bold still, your eyes will be crooked,” I
. said, shading in she side of/J;'s face with my pencil. ‘
“They're crooked anyway,” lye sazd crossmg his eyes I
laughed.
“What do you hear from your cousin ]oamz? he asked.
“Nothing lately. I sent her a dmwzng of that cottage in
dea she liked last summer. I didn’s even get' a note back
from her. Mother said she recezved it éut is busy with her }

: studzes : ’ , , ,
“She lzx, ? said Papa. “She hopes 1o be a doétor someday,
you know.” '
1 knew. Joana spolee often of medicine and her hopes of
being a pediatrician. She was always interrupting my draw-
ing to tell me ubbut the tendons in hy fingers or my joints.
[f I.s0 much as sneezed she would rattle off a.list of znﬁ’c—
Hous’ dzseases that would /mve me in the gmve by mg/atﬁzll

1
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think?”

.M_y signature.”

b your name.”
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I | 'J}d:f summer she had met a boy while wé were on vacation
l‘, - in Nida. I'd wait up every m'gbt t0 hear the detasls of their |
‘ dates. As a seventeen-year-old, she had wisdom and experz— ‘
ence, as well as an anatomy book that ﬁzscmated me.

“There,” I said, ﬁms/azng the dmwzng “Whar Jo you
“What's thar?” asked my fzztber, pozntzng to the paper
“Your szgmzture’ ]ts a xcrzbla/e No one will recognize it's

I shrugged. !“Yoi? will,” I said.

{

' WE TRAVELED FARTHER SOUTH and passed through the

Ural Mountains. Miss Grybas explained that the Urals were
the boundary between Europe and Asia. We had crossed into
Asia, -another continent. People said we Were on course for -
southern Siberia, or possibly even: 'China or Mongoha

We tried for three: days to sneak Ona’s baby out, but the

guard stood near whenever the doors were open. The smell of

rotting flesh had become unbaarablé in the.hot car. It. made
me retch.

Ona finally agreed to drop the baby down' the bath-
room hole. She knelt over the opening, sobbing, holdmg the ‘
bundle. S

“For God’s sake,” moaned the bald man. “Get rid of that
thing, I can’t breathe.”

“Be quiet!” Mother yelled to the bald man.
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“I can’t,” whimpered Ona. “She'l be crushed on the

tracks

Mother moved toward Ona. Before she reached her, Miss

Grybas snapped the bundle from Ona and threW it down the

hole. Igasped Mrs. Rimas cried.
' “There, said Mrss Grybas. “Done. Its always easier for'

someone unattached She wiped her hands on her dress and

adjusted her hairbun. Ona fell into Mother’s arms:

Jonas clung to Andnus, spendrng nearly every minute by
hrs,srde. He seemed angry all the time and so distant from his

usual sweetness. Andrius had taught him a few Russian slang

‘words I had heard the NKVD’use It made me furious. I knew | ‘

Ird have to learn a bit of Russian eventually, but T hated the

thought Sy

One nrght, I saw the glow of a crgarette illuminate ]onass
face. When I complamed to Mother, she told me to leave him be.
“Lina, every night I thank God he has Andrius; and you

.should too,” she said.

My stomach ate itself. Pangs of hunger came at relentless

intervals. Although Mother made an ¢ffort to keep us on-a

schedule, T lost track of time and sometimes dozed off during

v' the day My eyelids were drooping when I heard it. -

“How could you? Have you gone mad?” A female voice
shrieked through the train car. '

I sat up, squinting to make out What was gomg on. Miss

Grybas hovered over Jonas and Andrius. I tried to make my

way over. : :
“And Dickens nonetheless. How dare you' You are becom-

1ng the animals they treat us as' 7

1
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“What's going on? » I-asked.

"“Your brother and Andrius are smoking!™ she bellowed. .
“My mother knows,” I said. J
“Books!” she said, thrustrng a hard cover in my face.

“We ran out of ctgarettes, ’ Jonas said softly, ‘but Andrius
had tobacco.”
“Miss Grybas,” said Mother, “T'll handle it.”

o “The Soviets have arrested us because we are knowledge-

able, learned people To smoke pages of a book isjust. .. What

were you thlnkmg?” Miss Grybas asked. Where drd you get
this book?”.

Dickens. I had The Pickwick Papers in mv suitcase. Grandma -
‘had given it to me the Christmas before she died. “Jonas! You

took my book. How could you?”

“Lina,” began Mother.

“I took your book,” said Andrius. “Blame me.”

“I certarnly do blame you,” said Miss Grybas. ° Corruptrng
this young boy. You should be ashamed ? ’

Mis. Arvydas slept on the other side of the car, completely
unaware of what had transpired.

“You're an idiot!” I screamed at Andrius.

“Tll get you a new book,” he said.

" “No, you won't. It was agift,” ] said. “Jonas, Grandma gave ‘

me that book.” _
“I'm sorry,” said Jonas, looking down at his chest.
“You should be!” I yelled. ' :
“Lina, it was my idea,” said Andrius. “It’s not his fault.”

I Waved him away. Why did boys have to be such idiots?
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 WEEKS. I LOST TRACK of how long we had been travel-

ing. I stopped watching for bodies to be hurled from the cars.

- Bvery time the train pulled away, we left a litter of corpses.in:

our wake. What would people think if they saw them? Would
- someone buty them, or would they believe they were really

thieves and prostitutes? I felt as if I were riding a pendulum.

Just as I would swing into the abyss of hopelessness, the pen- -

dulum would swing back with some small goodness.

One day, for example, just past Omsk, we stopped in,the ‘
- countryside. There was a small kiosk. Mother bribed a guard |

to let her out of the car. She came running back, her entire
skirt bowed full and heavy. She knelt down in the car and

, released her skirt. Candy, toffees, lollrpops, black licorice, -

" mountains of gumdrops, and other treats spilled out onto the

floor, unfolding like 2 rambow in front of us. Bright colors

‘781 .
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everywhere—pink, yellow, green] red, and enough for every- '

one. The children squealed with delight and jumped up and

down. I bit into a gumdrop. A burst of citrus exploded in my

mouth. I laughed and Jonas laughed with me. -

There were cigarettes, matches, and dark chocolate Wafers

for the adults.

“They didn’t have bread or anythrng substantral explained
Mother as she divided the treasure amongst everyone. “There
were no newspapers.” - .

Children grabbed Mother’s legs in glee, thankmg het.

“Foolish woman. Why do you waste your money on us?”

said the bald man.

Because you are hungry and tired,” Mother sard handlng '
" the man a cigarette. “And I know you Would do the same for

- my children if they ever needed it.”

“Bah,” he scoffed and looked away.

Two days later, while on the bucket run; Andrtus found an

oval stone full of quartz and other minérals. Everyone passed

it around, oohing and ahhing. Mrs. Arvydas Joked and put it

up t6 her finger as if it Were a shimmering gemstone.

“Didn’t you know?” she'said. “I'm a train car princéss.”

“We laughed. People smiléd. I almost didn’t recognize them,

T looked over at Andrius. His face beamed with a grin that

changed his appearance entrrely He was handsome when he

' smrled
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AFTER SIX WEEKS, and the third day without food, the

train stopped They did not open the door. The bald man,

~ who had been charting our progress from the city markers.

called from the window slot, guessed we were somewhere in
the Altaj tegion, just north of China. I tried to peek through
cracks in the wagon boards, but it was dark outside. We banged
on the doors. No one came. I thought of the loaf of bread T had
left on my windowsill, still warm and swollen from the oven. If

only I could have a piece. Just one small pinch.

My stomach burned with hunger and my head throbbed. I -

missed drawing on real paper and longed for light' to sketch

propetly. I was sick of being so close to people. I felt their sour

breath all over me, elbows and knees constantly in my back.
Sometimes I had the urge to start pushing people away from
me, but it was no use. We were like matchsticks in a small box.

[

'

Late morning came and we heard elanlcing. The guards

opened'the door and said we would be getting out. Finally. My
entire body trembled.at the shock of dayhght I marked “Altai”
on my handkerchief, ,

“Lina, Jonas, come here and. comb your hair,” Mother

inetructed She smoothed out our clothes, a wasted effort, and

helped me twist - my hair into a crown. Twisting i it made ititch
_even more. o ‘
“Remember, we must all stay together. Do not walk away or.
" stray. Do you understand?” We nodded."Mother still elutched

her coat txghtly under her arm.
“Where are we?” asked Jonas. “\Wlll they glve us a bucket
of water?” _ ‘
“T don’t know yet,”said Mother, fixing her own hair. She
pulled out a tube of lipstick and, with a weak hand, applied the

" melted color to her lips. Jonas emiled. She winked back at him: -
The NKVD had bayoneted rifles ‘at the ready. The sun

reflected off the dagger—ehaped blades. They could punctdre

us within a fraction of a second. Miss Grybas and Mrs:.. Rimas -

- helped the small children out first, and we followed. Andrius

and the gray-haired gentleman carried the bald man from the
car,
We weren’t at a train station. We were in a wide, deep val-

ley, surrounded by forested hills. T saw. mountains in the dis-
tance. The sky had never looked so blue, so beautiful. T had.
to shade my eyes from the intense sun. I breathed deeply and.
felt the crisp, clean air draft my polluted lungs. The NKVD

directed the deportees from each train car to sit in groups on
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the grass, twenty feet from the tracks. We were given two

buckets of slop and water. The children lunged for it.

It was the first time I had seen the other passengers. There -
wete thousands of people. Did we look as pitiful as they did?-
- Masses of Lithuanians with tattered suitcases and bulgmg bags )

poured out into the valley, dirty'and gray with soiled clothmg,

-as if they had lived in a gutter for years. Everyone moved in.

slow motion, some too weak to carry their belongings.
I didn’t have control of my legs, nor did most others. Many
buckled under their own weight onto the ground.”

“We must stretch before sitting down, sweetheart,” said

' Mother. “Our muscles have surely atrophied these past weeks.”
Jonas stretched. He looked like a filthy street beggar. His

golden hair stuck to his head in matted clumps, and his lips
were dry and cracked. He looked at-me, his eyes Wldened 1

could only imagine the state I was in. We sat down and the

-grass felt heavenly, like a featherbed compared with the wagon

floor. The chugglng motion of the train, however, was snll

“trapped in my body.

I looked at the peoplé from our train car. They looked at

ﬁe Revealed by daylight, we saw the strangers we had shared
a black closet with for six weeks. Ona was only a few years
older than me. It had been dark when they put, her on the

“truck in front of the hospital. Mrs. Arvydas was more attrac- .

tive than her shadow. She had'a very shapely figure, smooth

‘brown hair, and full lips. Mrs. Rimas was a short woman Wlth

thlck ankles, close to Mother’s age.

- People tried to communicate with the other groups, looking
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for family members and loved ones. The man who wound his
watch approached me.
-“Do you have a handkerchief T could borrow?” he asked.

I nodded and quickly handed him the hankie, neatly
folded to conceal my writing, :

“Thank you,” he said, dabbing his nose. He turned his back
to me and walked amongst the crowd of people. I watched as
He shook hands with a man he obviously recognized, passing
the fabric within palms. The man patted his brow with the
handkerchief before putting it in his pocket. Pass it along, I

thought, imagining the hankie traveling hand to hand until |

it reached Papa.

“Elena, look,” said Mrs. Rimas. “There are horse-drawn
carts.”

Mother stood up and looked down the row of groups.
“There are men with the NKVD. They’re walklng amongst
the people.”

Andrius combed through his wavy hair with his fingers.
He looked around constantly, watching the guards yet keeping
his head down. He had to be nervous. His face had healed but
was still sallow with remnants of yellow bruises. Would they

recognize him? Would they haul him away or kill him right

in front of us? I moved near him, trying to position my body )

to conceal his. But he was taller, his shoulders wide. I looked
at the sharp blades of the bayonets and felt my stomach pitch

with fear.
Ona began weeping loudly. Plpe down,” ordered the bald

man. “You'll draw attention tous.”
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o “Please, don’t cry,” said Andrius, shooting glances from
- Ona down to the guards. '

A group near the front of the train was herded into two
horse-drawn wagons. They drove away. I watched as the NKVD
walked with men from cluster to cluster. The men looked
strange, certainly not Lithuanian or Russian. They had darker

skin and black hair, and their general appearance was dishev-

1

B eled, primitive. They stopped at the group of people next to us
and began talking with the NKVD. .
“Elena, what are they saying?” asked Mrs. Rimas.
Mother didn’t answer.
! | “Elena?”
“They’re . . .” She stopped.
“What?” said Mrs. Rimas.
“They're selling us,” she whispered.

I WATCHED THE MEN walking amongst the groups,
surveying the merchandise. They made people stand, turn

[ : ' _ around, and show them their hands.
Y ’ | “Mother; why are they selling us?” asked Jonas. “Where
! : . » ~ ' are we going?” .
[ 7 “Elena,” said Mrs. Arvydas, “you must tell them that
l ‘ ' Andrius is a simpleton. Please. If not, they’ll take him from s
‘: me. Andrius, put your head down.”
: ‘ - “They’re selling us in groups,” reported Mother.
I ‘ | I looked around our cluster. We were mostly women and
children, with only two old men. But we had Andrius. Despite
his injuries, he looked strong and able.

“Do we want to be bought?” asked Jonas. No one answered.
A guard approached with a man. They stopped in front of
our group. Everyone looked down, except me. I couldn’t help
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myself. I stared at the guard, who appeared well rested, clean,
and fed. I saw Mother cough into her hand and discreetly try
to wipe off her lipstick. The disheveled man pointed at her and
said something to the guard. The guard shook his head and
waved a circular motion around our group. The man pointed
at Mother once again and then made an obscene gesture. The
guard laughed and began muttering. The man surveyed our
group, and then, he pointed at Andrius.

The guard walked over to Andrius and barked a command.

Andrius did not move. My stomach braided up into my throat.

“He’s slow—Ileave him alone,” said Mrs. Arvydas. “Elena,

tell them.” . . ‘

Mother spoke one word in Russian. The guard grabbed
Andrius by the hair and raised his face. Andrius stared blankly.
Ona cried and rocked back and forth. Mr. Stalas moaned and
grumbled. The man waved his hands in dlsgust at our group
and walked away. -

Other groups were purchased, loaded into wagons, and
driven off through the valley to disapf)ear through the V at the
base of the hills. We finished the last drops of slop and water,
debating whether we wanted to be bought.

Someone mentioned escaping. Running away was briefly
discussed until a gunshot rang out, followed by screams near
the front of the train. The little girl with the dolly began to cry.

“Elena,” said Mrs. Rimas. “Ask one of the guards where
they’re taking the people.”

Mother tried to speak with a guard, but he ignored her. For
the moment, I didn’t care what happened. The grass smelled
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like fresh chives, and the sunshine filled me with strength. I
stood up and stretched. )

The children spread out a bit, and the guards didn’t seem
to care. The NKVD inspected the train cars, stopping only to’
scream that we were filthy pigs who disrespected the train. The
engine hissed, readying for departure. I

“They’re going back for more,” said Andrius.

“You think so?” asked Jonas.

“They won’t stop,” said Andrius, “until they’ve gotten rid

of all of us.”
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HOURS PASSED and the sun began to sink. Only two groups
remained. The grouchy woman stomped around and yelled
at us. She said Mother made our group appear weak and that
now they would probably shoot everyone.

“Let them shoot us,” said the bald man. “I'm telling you,
we'll be better off.”

“But they were going to make us slaves,” argued Mrs.
Arvydas. |

“A lictle work wouldn’t kill you,” said the grouchy woman
to Mrs. Arvydas. “They probably want some manual labor
from us, that’s all. That’s why they took the other groups first,
because most of you look so weak. I grew up on a farm. I'm not
afraid to get my hands dirty.” '

“Then you're elected to go dig up some food,” said Andrius.

“Now leave our mothers alone.”

88

Jonas and I were spread -out on the grass, trying to stretch
our stiff muscles. Andrius joined us, put his hands behind his
head and stared up at the sky.

“Your forehead is getting red,” I told him.

“A sunburn is the least of my worries,” said Andrius. “T'm
not turning my back to the guards. Maybe if we get a bit of
color, we’ll be bought and hauled off into Soviet slavery like
the witch wants,” he said.

Jonas rolled over onto his back like Andrius. “Just as long
as we can stay together. Papa said that’s important.” '

“I have no choice but to stay with my mother. I'm sur-
prised she made it this far,” said Andrius, looking over in her
direction. Mrs. Arvydas was swatting flies away with her silk
handkerchief and losing her balance in the process. “She’s not
exactly hardy.” .

“Do you have any sisters or brothers?” asked Jonas.

‘ “No,” said Andrius. “My mother didn’t enjoy being preg-
nant. My father said that since he had a son, he didn’t need any
more children.”

“My papa said that they’re going to give us another brother
or sister one day. I think I'd like a brother,” said Jonas. “So,
what do you think everyone at home is doing? Do you think
they wonder what happened to us?”

* “If they do, they’re too scared to ask about it,” said Andrius.
“But why? And why were we sent away?” asked Jonas.
“Because we were on the list,” I said.

“But why were we on the list?” continued Jonas.

“Because Papa works at the university,” I replied.
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144
But Mrs. Raskunas works at the university, and she wasn’t

taken,” said Jonas.

Jonas was right. Mrs. Raskunas had peered out from behind
her curtains as we were being hauled off in the night. I had
seen her staring. Why wasn’t her family taken? Why did they
hide behind their curtains instead of trying to stop them from
deporting us? Papa would never have done that.

“I can understand why the bald man is on the list,” I said.
“He’s horrible.”
~ “He’s awfully eager to die, isn’t he?” said Andrius, staring
up at the sky.

“You know what?” said Jonas. “Looking at the sky, it’s like
I'm lying on the grass at home, in Lithuania.”

That sounded like something Mother would say, throw-
ing color onto.a black-and-white pictute. |

“Look,” continued Jonas, “that cloud looks like a cannon.”

“Make it blow up the Soviets,” I said, running my fingers

over the blades of grass. “They deserve it.”
* Andrius turned his head to me. T felt awkward under his
prolonged gaze.
“What?” T asked.

«x
You always seem to have a mouthful of opinions,” he
said. |

[{¢ b . .
That’s what Papa said. See, Lina, you better be careful,”
said Jonas.

~

My bedroom door swung open. “Lina, I want to see you in

the living room,” said Papa.
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“Why?” I asked.

“In the living room, NOW!” Papa’s nostrils flared. He
walked out of the room.

“Mother, what'’s wrong?”

“You heard your father, Lina. Go to the living room.”

We walked out into the hallway.

“Go to sleep, Jonas,” said Mother without even looking in
the direction of my brother’s room. I looked over. Jonas was

pecking out his bedroom door, his eyes wide.

Papa was steaming mad, and he was mad at me. What
bhad I done? I walked into the living room.

“Ts this what you waste your talent on?” He thrust a scrap
of paper in my face.

“Papa, it was a joke,” I explained.

“YOU think it’s a joke. What if the Kremlin doesn’t think
it’s a joke? They're perfect likenesses, for God’s sake!” He
dropped the paper into my lap.

I looked at my sketch. The likeness was perfect. Even in a
clown suit, it was obviously Stalin. I drew him standing in
our dining room, with Papa and his friends sitting around
the table, launching paper airplanes at him. The men were
laughing. Stalin had a sad clown face as airplanes hit his
head, Papa and Dr. Selzer were perfect likenesses. 1 hadn’t
quite mastered the journalist’s chin yet.

“Are there others?” my father demanded, snapping the
paper from me.

“Tt was for fun,” said a small voice. Jonas stood in his

. pajamas in the hallway. “Please don’t be mad, Papa.”
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“Were you in on this, to0?” yelled my futher.
“Ob, Jonas,” said Mother.
“He wasn’t in on it! I drew it myself I showed it to him
 because I thought it was funny.”
“Have you shown this to anyone else?” asked Papa.
“No. I just drew it this afternoon,” I said,
“Lina,” said Mother. “This is serious. The Soviets could
arrest you if they saw your drawing.”
“But how would they ever see it? I threw it away,” I argued,
“What if someone found it in the trash like I did? A
wind could have blown this to the foot of Stalin,” said Papa.
“You've drawn your father and his friends mocking the
leader of the Soviet Union! Are there others?” he asked,
“No, that’s the onZy one.” |
Papa tore up my drawing and threw the pieces into the

fore.

~

Andrius continued to stare at me. “Is that what you want?” he
finally asked. “To blow up the Soviets?”

I turned to look at him. “I just want to go home. I want to
see my father,” I said. '

., He nodded.
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EVENING CAME and two groups wete left. Most of the
NKVD had departed with the train. Only five armed officers
femained, with two trucks. Nearly seventy-five Lithuanians
and only five Soviets, yet no one dared move. I think most of
us were too tired and weak. The grass was a welcomed bed,

the space a luxury. I made note of landmarks to draw for Papa.

The NKVD made a fire and cooked their dinner while.

we sat and stared. They had American canned goods, bread,
and coffee. After dinner they drank vodka and smoked, the
volume of their voices rising steadily.

“What are they saying?” I asked Mother.

“They’re talking about their homes, where they’re from.
They're sharing stories of their friends and family,” she said.

I didn’t believe her. I listened to the Russian words. The

tone of their voices and the cackling laughter didn’t sound like
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talk of family. Ona began again. She had taken to chanting -

“No, no, no, no,” over and over. One of the NKVD stood up
and yelled, flipping his hand at our group.

| “I better try to quiet her,” said Mother, getting up, “before
the guards become angry.” Jonas was already asleep. I covered
him with my blue raincoat and wiped his hair away from his
eyes. The bald man snored. The gray-haired man wound his
watch. Andrius sat at the edge of the group, one knee pulled
to his chest, watching the guards.

He had a strong profile, an angular jaw. A piece of his dishev-
eled hair fell perfectly against the side of his face. I'd need a soft
pencil to draw it. He saw me staring, I turned away quickly.

“Hey,” he whispered to me. .

I looked up. Something rolled across the grass and hit my
leg. It was the stone with the sparkles he had found that day
when he jumped off the train.

“The crown jewel from the train car princess,” I whispered,
smiling.

He nodded with a laugh.

I picked it up to roll back to him.

“No, you keep it,” said Andrius. |
We woke at sunrise. A few hours later a wagon {(

gon came, chose
the other group, and took them away. The guards then loaded
us into the back of two trucks and drove us across the val-
ley beyond the notch in the hills where a road began. No

one spoke. We were too frightened to discuss our possible
destination.
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Riding in the truck, I realized that trying to escape would
have been ridiculous. There was nothing for miles. We didn’t
see a human being or pass another vehicle. I thought about the
man who had my handkerchief, hoping it was passed along,
moving closer to Papa. After two hours we saw huts-dotting the
sides of the road. We entered what appeared to be an inhabited
area, and the truck pulled over in front of a wooden building.
The guards jumped out, yelling, “Davai! Davai!” and other
instructions. '

“They say we should leave our luggage in the trucks,” said
Mother, clutching her coat tightljr over her arm.

“T want to know where we're going before we get out,”
demanded Mrs. Arvydas.

Mother tried to talk to the guards. She turned and smiled.
“It’s a bathhouse.”

We jumped off the truck. Mother folded her coat and put
it in her suitcase. The guards split us into male and female
groups. |

“Boys, carry me,” the bald man said to Andrius and Jonas.
“You have to bathe me.”

Jonas looked petrified, Andrius disgusted. I smiled, which
seemed to annoy Andrius even more. The men went first.
The guards called them up onto the porch and began yell-
ing in their faces, pushing them. Jonas looked at Mother for
translation. . '

“Take off your clothes, deat,” Mother translated.

“Now? Right here?” Jonas asked, Jooking at all the women

and girls.

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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“We'll all turn around, won’t we, ladies?” said Mother. We
all turned our backs to the porch.

“No use in being modest now,” said Mr. Stalas. “We're
nothing but skeletons. Now take off my pants, boy. Ow!
Watch my leg.”

I heard Mr. Stalas complaining and Jonas apologizing, A
belt buckle knocked against the wood of the porch. I won-
dered if it was Andrius’s. The guards yelled. )

“He says you must leave your clothes there, that they will
be deloused,” Mother translated.

Something smelled funny. I couldn’t tell if it came from
our group of women or from the bathhouse. We heard the bald
man yell from within the structure.

Mother turned around and clasped her hands together. “My

sweet Jonas,” she whispered.
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WE WAITED. “What's going on in there?” I said. Mother
shook her head. Three NKVD stood on the porch. One
barked yet another command. |

“Ten of us at a time,” said Mother. “We must go to the
porch and take off our clothes.” .

We were in the first group, along with Ms. Arvydas; the
grouchy woman, and her daughters. Mother helped Ona up
onto the porch. I unbuttoned my dress and pulled it over my
head, unbraided my hair, and took off my sandals. Mother
stood in her brassiere and underwear, helping Ona. The guards
stood on the porch, staring at us. I hesitated.

“It’s okay, dear,” said Mother. “Think of how nice it will be
to feel clean again.” Ona began to whimper.

A young blond guard lit a cigarette, turned his back, and
looked off toward the truck. Another NKVD stared, grinning
and biting his bottom lip. B
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I took off my bra and panties and stood on the porch, cover-
ing myself with my hands. Mrs. Arvydas stood next to me, her
voluptuous breasts too large to conceal with her thin forearm.
A guard with a gold tooth, who appeared to be a commander,
walked down the porch stopping to look at each woman, scan-
ning her up and down. He stopped at Mrs. Arvydas. She did
not lift her head. He swirled a toothpick on his tongue and
raised his brow, violating her with his stare.

I'let out a breath in disgust. Mother’s head snapped to me.
The guard grabbed my arms and threw them down to my
sides. He looked me up and down and grinned. He reached
out and groped my breast. I felt his ragged fingernails scratch
across my skin.

I had never been naked in front of a man before. His totch,
the rough hand on me, made me feel sick, and dirtier on the
inside than I was on the outside. I tried to cross my arms.
Mother yelled something in Russian and pulled me behind
Ona. ‘ '

Ona’s inner thighs and buttocks were caked with chunks
of dried blood. The guard began to scream at Mother. She
removed her remaining clothing and put her arm around me.

They marched us into the bathhouse.

Rut.zz Sepetys

A GUARD STOOD AT a distance. He plunged a scoop ina
bucket and threw some sort of white powder at us. The show-
ers clicked on with an icy spray. :

“We must hurry,” said Mother. “We don’t know how long
they’ll vgive us.” She took a small chunk of soap and scrubbed
at my scalp and face, ignoring her own body. I watched the
brown tivers of dirt run down my legs, over my ankles, and
into the drain. I wanted to be sucked down with it, away from
the guards and- the humiliation.

| “Keep scrubbing, Lina, quickly,’ said Méthef, turning to
wash Ona.

I stood shivering under the stream of water, washing as
well as I could, hoping the guards would not be waiting for us
on the other side of the wall.

I washed Mother’s back and tried to wash her hair. Ms.

Arvydas stood under the stream of water, her hands raised
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above her head gracefully, unaware, as if she were in her own
private bath at home. The showers snapped off.

We retrieved our clothes-on the other side of the wall. I
quickly pulled my dress over my head and felt a knock against
‘my thigh. The stone from Andrius. I put my hand in my pocket,
my fingers searching for the smooth edge.

Mother combed through my hair with her fingers. I looked
at her wet face. Water dripp'ed from her blond waves onto her
shoulders. ~

“I want to go home,” I whispered, shivering, “Please.”

She dropped her clothing and hugged me, long and hard.
“We'll go home. Keep thinking of your father and of our
house. We must keep it alive in our hearts.” She let go and
looked at me. “If we do, we’ll get there.” '

The men were already in the first truck. Another group of
women and children stood naked on the porch as we exited.

“Feel better, darling?” said Mother, smiling at Jonas as
she climbed into the truck. She checked her suitcase for her
coat. Jonas looked much improved, in appearance and disposi-
tion. So did Andrius. His wet hair was shiny, the color of dark
cinnamon.

“Now we're clean dead men. So what of that?” said the

bald man,

({3
If we were dead men, they wouldn’t allow us to shower,” "

said the gray-haired man, looking at his watch.

“Hey, there was blond hair under all that dirt,” said
Andprius, reaching out and grabbing a strand of my hair. I
shrank back and looked away. Mother put her arm around

me.
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“What's wrong, Lina?” asked Jonas.
I ignored him. I thought of the guard who touched me and
all the things I should have done—slapped him, kicked him,

screamed in his face. I put my hand in my pocket and grabbed -

the stone from Andrius. I squeezed it and tried as hard as I
could to break it. .

“Do yoﬁ suppose they’ll take us for a four-course meal now
that we've been to the sauna?” joked Mrs. Rimas.

“Oh, yes, a piece of black forest torte.and a cognac or two,”
laughed Mrs. Arvydas.

“I’d love a nice hot coffee,” said Mother.

“Strong coffee,” added the bald man.

“Wow, I never thought it could feel so good to be clean!”
exclaimed Jonas, looking at his hands.

Everyone’s humor was much improved, except Ona’s. She
continued chanting. Despite the efforts of Mrs. Rimas, she
could not be calmed. As the last group of women and chil-
dren boarded the truck, the commander saw Ona standing up,
sitting down, and pulling her hair. He yelled at her. The young
blond guard appeared at the back of the truck.

“Leave her be,” said Mrs. Rimas. “The poor dear is grieving.”

Mother translated to the commander. Ona stood up and
stamped her right foot. The commander stepped up and pulled
Ona from the truck. She lost all control, screaming, clawing

at him. She was no match for his height or strength. He threw

her to the ground. His eyes narrowed and his square jaw tight-

ened. Mother scrambled to jump off the truck to Ona. It was
too late. The commander pulled out a pistol and shot Ona in

the head.
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I gasped, along with everyone else. Andrius grabbed Jonas’s
face and covered his eyes. Blood, the color of thick red wine,
pooled under Ona’s head. Her leg splayed out in an unnatural,
bent angle. One of her feet was missing a shoe.

“Lina,” said Andrius.

I turned my head to him, dazed.

“Don’t look,” he said.

My mouth opened, but nothing came out. I turned my
head back. The young blond guard was staring at Ona’s body.

“Lina, look at me,” urged Andrius.
~ Mother slumped on her knees near the edge of the truck,
looking down at Ona. I moved and sat down near my
brother.

The engine rumbled and the truck began to roll. Mother
sat down and put her face in her hands. Miss Grybas clucked
her tongue, shaking her head. 4

Jonas pulled my head against his knees and patted my hair.
“Please, don’t say anything to the guards. Don’t make them
mad, Lina,” he whispered.

Ona’s body got smaller and smaller as we drove away. She
lay dead in the dirt, murdered by the NKVD. Somewhere,
‘hundreds of miles away, her daughter decomposed in the grass.

How would her family ever know what happened to her? How

would anyone know what was happening to us? I would con-

tinue to write and draw whenever I had the chance. I would
draw the commander firing, Mother on her knees with her
head in her hands, and our truck driving away, the tires spit-

ting gravel onto Ona’s dead body.

Ruta Sepetys

WE DROVE INTO A LARGE collective farming area. Clusters
of dectepit one-room cabins formed a shanty village. The warm
sun was cleatly temporary. Buildings pitched at a slant, their
warped roofs warning of extreme weather.

The guards -ordered us off the truck. Andrius hung his
head, standing close to his mother. They began directing us to
what I thought were out own shacks, but Whep Miss Grybas
and Mrs. Rimas entered one, a woman ran out and began
arguing with the guards. '

“There are people living in the cabins,” whispered Jonas.

“Yes, we’'ll most likely have to share,” said Mothet, pulling
us close.

"Two women walked past us carrying large buckets of water.

I didn’t recognize them from our train.

We were assigned to a dingy hut near the back of the
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settlement. The gray wood was bald, shaved by many seasons
of wind and snow. The door had splits and cracks and sat

crooked on the frame. A strong wind could whisk the shack

up into the sky, scattering it in a burst of pieces. The blond

guard pulled the door open, bellowed something in Russian
and pushed us inside. A squat Altaian woman wrapped in
layers ran to the door and began screaming after the guard.
Mother moved us to the corner. The woman turned and began
yelling at us. Her hair poked out of her kerchief like black
straw. Wrinkles formed an atlas on her wide, Weathered face.

“What's she saying?” asked Jonas.

“She says she has no room for filthy criminals,” said
Mother.

“We're not criminals,” I said. ,

The woman continued her rant, throwing her arms in the
air and spitting on the floor of the hut.

“Is she crazy?” asked Jonas.

“She says she barely has food enough for herself and she’s
not about to share it with criminals like us.” Mothet turned
her back to the woman. “Well, now, we’ll just set our thmgs in
this corner. Jonas, put your suitcase down.”

The woman grabbed my hair and pulled it, yanking me
toward the door to throw me out.

Mother yelled, blasting the woman in Russian. She ripped
the woman’s hand from my head, slapped her, and pushed her
away. Jonas kicked her in the shin. The Altaian woman stared
at us with angled black eyes. Mother returned the stare. The
woman let out a hearty laugh. She asked a question.

Ruta Sepetys

“We're Lithuanian,” said Mother, first speaking in
Lithuanian and then in Russian. The woman jibbered.

“What's she saying?” T asked. .

“She says feisty people make good workers and that we
have to pay her rent.” Mother continued asking questions.

“Pay her? For what? To live in this hole in the middle of

- nowhere?” I said.

“We're in Altai,” said Mother. “They are farming potatoes
and beets.”

“So there ate potatoes to eat?” asked Jonas.

“Food is rationed. She said the guards oversee the farm and
the workers,” said Mother.

I remembered Papa talking about Stalin confiscating peas-
ants’ land, tools, and animals. He told them what crops they
would produce and how much they would be paid. I thought
it was ridiculous. How could Stalin simply take something
that didn’t belong to him, something that a farmer and his
family had worked their whole lives for? “That’s communism,
Lina,” Papa had said.

The woman yelled at Mother, wagging her finger and shak-
ing her head. She left the hut. |

We were on a kolkhoz, a collective farm, and I was to
become a beet farmer.

I hated beets.
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THE SHACK WAS approximately ten feet by twelve feet.
Lodged in the corner was a small stove surrounded by a couple
of pots and dirty tins. A pallet of straw sat next to the wall near
the stove. There was no pillow, only a worn quilted coverlet.
Two tiny windows were created out of bits of glass that had
been puttied together.

“There’s nothing here,” I said. “There isn’t a sink, a table,

" or a wardrobe. Is that where she sleeps?” T asked. “Where will

we sleep? Where is the bathroom?”

“Where can we eat?” said Jonas.

“Pm not certain,” said Mother, lookin;g in the pots. “This
is filchy. But nothing a little cleaning can’t fix, right?”

“Well, it’s nice to be off that train,” said Jonas.

The young blond NKVD burst through the door. “Elena
Vilkas,” he said. '
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Mother looked up at the guard.

“Elena Vilkas!” he repeated, louder this time.

“Yes, that’s me,” said Mother. They began speaking in
Russian, then-arguing.

“What is it, Mother?” asked Jonas.

Mother gathered us into her arms. “Don’t worry, love.
We'll stay together.”

The guard yelled, “Davai!l” waving us out of the hut.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“The commander wants to see me. I told him we all had to
go together,” said Mother.

The commander. My stomach rolled. “P’ll stay here. I'll be
fine,” I said. ‘

“No, we must all stay together,” said Jonas.

We followed: the blond guard between battered shacks
until we reached a log building in much better condition than
the others. A few NKVD gathered near the door smoking cig-
arettes. They leered at Mother. She surveyed the building and

~ the guards.

“Stay here,” she said. “T’ll be right back.”

“No,” said Jonas. “We're coming in with you.”

Mother looked toward the lusty guards, then at me.

A guard stepped down from the door. “Davai!” he yelled,
pulling Mother by the elbow toward the building.

“T’ll be right back,” said Mother over her shoulder before
she disappeared through the door.

Tl be right back,” said Mother.

“But what do you think?” I asked,
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I think you look lovely,” said Mother, stepping back to i
admire the dress.. 1]

“Good,” sid the tailor, placing pins back into his small |
satin pin cushion. “All done, Lina. You can change now, but
be careful, it’s just pinned, not stitched.”

“Meet me on the sidewalk,” said Mother over her shoul-
der before she disappeared through the door.

“Your mother has excellent taste in dresses,” said the tailor.

He was right. The dress was beautiful. The foﬁ gray color
made my eyes stand ous. ' :

I changed out of the dress and walked outside to meet
Mother. She wasn’t there. I peered down the row of brightly
colored shops but didn’t see her. Down the street, a door
opened and Mother emerged. Her blue hat matched her i
dress, which flustered around her legs as she walked toward
me. She held up two ice cream cones and smiled, a shopping !
bag dangling from her arm.

“The boys are having their day and we’ll have ours,” said
Motber, her red lipstick shining. She handed me a cone and
steered us over to a bench. “Let’s sit.”

Papa and Jonas had gone to a soccer match, and Mother
and I had spent the morning shopping. I licked the creamy
vanilla ice cream and leaned back against the warm bench.

“Tt feels good to sit,” sighed Mother. She looked over to me.
“Okay, the dress is finished—what else did we have to do?”

“T need charcoal,” I reminded her.

“Ub, that’s vight,” said Mother. “Charcoal for my artist.”

“We should have gone with her,” said ]onaé.
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He was right. But I didn’t want to be near the commander.
Mother knew it. I should have gone in with her. Now she was
alone with them, unprotected, and it was my fault. I tugged
Jonas over to the side of the building neara dirty window.

“Stay here so the blond guard can see you,” I told Jonas.

“What are you doing?” he said.

“I'm going to look in the window, to make sure Mother’s
all right.” ‘

“No, Lina!”

“Stay there,” I told him.

The blond guard looked no more than twenty. He was the

one who had turned away when we took our clothes off. He

. took out a pocketknife and began scraping underneath his fin-"

gernails. I edged over toward the window and stood on my
toes. Mother sat in a chair and stared into her lap. The com-
mander sat on the edge of a desk in front of her. He flipped
through a file while speaking to Mother. He closed the file
and balanced it on his thigh. I looked over at the guard, then

 stretched a bit higher for a better view.

* “Stop it, Lina. Andrius says they’ll shoot us if you make

trouble,” whispered Jonas. '

“I'm not making trouble,” I said, moving back to my brother.
“I just wanted to make sure she was all right.”

“Well, remember what happened to Ona,” said Jonas.

What had happened to Ona? Was she in heaven with her
daughter and my grandma? Or was she floating amongst the
trains and masses of Lithuanians, searching for her husband?

Those were questions for Papa. He always listened intently
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to my questions, nodding and then pausing carefully before
answering. Who would answer my questions now?

The weather was warm, despite the cloudy sky. In the dis-
tance, beyond the shacks, I saw spruce and pine trees inter-
sperséd.With farmlands. I looked around, memorizing the
landscape to draw it for Papa. I wondered where Andrius and
his mother were.

Some of the buildings were in better shape than ours. One
had a log fence around it and another, a small garden. I'd draw
them—sad and shriveled with barely a spot of color.

The door to the building opened and Mother emerged. The
commander walked out and leaned against the door frame,
watching her walk. I\}Iother’s' jaw clenched. She nodded as she
came toward us. The commander called something to her
from the door. She ignored him and grabbed our hands.

“«Tyke us back to the hut,” she said, turning to the blond

guard. He didn’t move. |
“I know the way,” said Jonas, starting off through the dirt.

“Follow me.”

“Are you okay?” I asked Mother once we began walking.

“P’m fine,” she said, her voice low.

My shoulders dropped as weight escaped them. “What did
he want?”

“Not here,” she said.
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“THEY \WA.NT‘ ME to work with them,” said Mother once
Jonas had returned us to the shack.

“Work with them?” I said.

“Yes, well, they want me to work for them,” she said.
“Translating documents, and also speaking with the other
Lithuanians who are here,” she said.

I thought of the file that the commander held.

“What will you get for doing it?” asked Jonas.

“I'm not going to be their translator,” said Mother. “I said
no. They also asked me to listen to people’s conversations and
report them to the commander.”

“To be a snitch?” said Jonas.

“Yes,” said Mother.

“They want you to spy on everyone and report to them?”

I asked.

g

Mother nodded. “They promised preferential treatment if
I agreed.” ‘

“Pigs!” I shrieked.

“Lina! Lower your voice,” said Mother.

“They think you would help them after what they've done
to us?” I said.

“But Mother, maybe you will need the special treatment,”
said Jonas with cencerned eyes.

“They don’t mean it,” I snapped. “They’re all liars, Jonas.
They wouldn’t give her anything.”

“Jonas,” said Mother, stroking my brother’s face. “I can’t
trust them. Stalin has told the NKVD that Lithuanians are
the enemy. The commander and the guards look at us as
beneath them. Do you understand?”

“Andrius already told me that,” said Jonas.

“Andrius is a very smart boy. We must speak only to one
another,” said Mother, turning to me, “and please, Lina, be

careful with anything you write or draw.” ‘

We dug through our suitcases and organized what we could
sell if the need arose. I looked at my copy of The Pickwick
Papers. Pages 6-11 were torn out. Page 12 had a smudge of

dirt on it.

I grasped the gold picture frame and took it out of the suit- |

case, staring at my father’s face. I wondered where the hand-

kerchief was. I had to send more.

“Kostas,” said Mother, looking over my shoulder. I handed |

her the frame. Her index finger lovingly traced my father’s face
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and then her mother’s. “It’s wonderful that you brought this.

You have no idea how it lifts my spirit. Please, keep it safe.”

I opened the tablet of writing paper I had packed. 74 June,
1941. Dear Joana stood alone on the first page, a title without a
story. I had written that nearly two months ago, the night we
were taken. Where was Joana, and where were the rest of our
relatives? What would I write now if I were to finish it? Would
I'tell her that the Soviets had forced us into cattle cars and held
us prisoner for six weeks with barely any food or water? Would
I mention that they wanted Mother to spy for them? And what
about the baby that died in our car and how the NKVD shot
Ona in the head? I heard Mother’s voice, warning me to be

careful, but my hand began to move.

‘Ruta Sepetys

THE ALTAIAN @OMAN returned and clattered around. She
put a pot on the stove. We watched as she boiled two potatoes
and gnawed on a stump of bread. ‘
“Mother,” said Jonas, “will there be potatoes for us tonight?”
When we asked, we were told we had to work to earn food.
“If you worked for the NKVD, Mother, wotlld they give
you food?” asked Jonas. o
“No, my dear. They would give me empty promises,” she
replied, “which is worse than an empty belly.” -
Mother paid the woman for a single potato, then again for
the privilege to boil the potato. It was ridiculous.
“How much money do we have left?” I asked.

v

“Barely any,” she said.

We tried to sleep, huddled against Mother on the floor of

bare boards. The peasant woman slurped and snored, sunken
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in hef bed of straw. Her sour breath filled the small room. Was
she born here in Siberia? Had she ever known a life other than
this? I stared into the dark and tried to paint images with my

mind on the black canvas.

“Open it, darling!”
T can’t, I'm too nervous,” I told Mother.

“She wanted to wait until you got home,” Mother told
Papa, “She’s been holding that envelope for hours.”

“Open it, Lina!” urged Jonas.

“What if they didn’t accept me?” I said, my damp fingers
clutching the envelope. |

“Well, then you'll be accepted next year,” said Mother.

“You won’t know as long as the envelope is sealed,” said
Papa.

“Open it!” said Jonas, handing the lester opener to me.

I slid the silver blade under the flap on the back of the
enve/op\e. Ever since Mrs. Pranas had mailed my applica-
tion, I had iboug/at of little else. Studying with the best artists
in Europe. It was such an opportunity. I sliced open the top of
the envelope and removed a single sheet of folded paper. My
eyes scanned quickly across the type.

“Dear Miss Vilkas,

“Thank you for your recent application for the summer
arts program. Your samples are most impressive. It is with

 great pleasure that we offer you a place in our—"

“Yes! They said yes!” I screamed.

T knew it!” said Papa.

Ruta Sepetys

“Congratulations, Lina,” said Jonas, slinging his arm
arcund me.

“T can’t wait to tell Joana,” I said.

“That’s wonderful, dérling! ” said Mother. “We have
to celebrate.”

“We have a cake,” said Jonas.

“Well, I was just certain we’d be celebrating.” Mother
winked,

Papa beamed. “You, my dear, are blessed with a gify,” he

said, taking my hands. “There are great things in store for

you, Lina.”

)

I turned my head toward a rustling sound. The Altaian woman

waddled to the corner, grunted, and peed into a tin can.
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IT WAS STILL DARK when the NKVD began yelling. Thé:y
ordered us out of the shack, shouting at us to form a line. We
scrambled to fall in with the others. My Russian vocabulary
was growing, In addition to davai, I had learned other impor-
tant words, such as nyes, which meant “no”; sveenya, which
meant “pig”; and of course fasheest, “fascist.” Miss Grybas and
the grouchy woman were already in line. Mrs. Rimas waved
to Mother. I looked around for Andrius and his rno\ther. They
weren't there. Neither was the bald man.

The commander walked up and down the line, chewing
on his toothpick. He looked us over and made comments to
the other guards. , |

“What's he saying, Elena?” asked Mrs. Rimas.

“He’s dividing us up for work detail,” said Mother.

The commander approached Mother and yelled in her
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face. He pulled Mother, Mrs. Rimas, and the grouchy woman
out of the line. The young blond guard pulled me out of line
and pushed me toward Mother. He divided up the rest. Jonas
was in a group with two elderly women.

“Dayai!” The young blond guard handed Mother a belted
piece of canvas and marched our group away.

“Meet us back at the shack,” yelled Mother to Jonas. How
would that be possible? Mother and I couldn’t even find our
way back from the NKVD building. It was Jonas who showed
us the way. We would surely be lost.

My stomach turned with hunger. My legs dragged. Mother
and Mrs. Rimas whispered back and forth in Lithuanian
behind the blond guard. After walking a few kilometers we
arrived at a clearing in the woods. The guard grabbed the
canvas from Mother and threw it on the ground. He yelled a
command. )

“He says, ‘dig,” said Mother.

“Dig? Dig where?” asked Mrs. Rimas. ‘

“Here, I guess,” said Mother. “He says if we want to cat, we
must dig. Our ration depends on our progress.”

“What are we to dig with?” I asked.

Mother asked the blond guard. He kicked the heap of. can-
vas. Mother unfolded it and found several rusty hand shovels,
the kind used in a flower garden. The handles were missing.

Mother said something to the guard that prompted an
irate “Davai” and the kicking of the shovels into our shins.

“Get out of my way,” said the grouchy woman. “I'm going

to get this over with. I need to eat and so do my girls.” She got

“
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down on her hands and knees and started chipping away at
the earth with the tiny shovel. We all followed. The guard sat
under a tree and watched, smoking cigarettes. |

“Where are the potatoes and the beets?” I asked Mother.

“Well, they are clearly punishing me,” said Mother.

“Punishing you?” asked Mrs. Rimas. Mother whispered
in her ear about the commander’s offer to work for him.

“But Elena, you could have gotten preferential treatment,”
said Mrs. Rimas. “And most likely, extra food.”

“A guilty conscience is not worth extra food,” said Mother.
“Think of the demands that could be made of me in that
office. And think of what could happen to people. I don’t need
that on my soul. 'll petsevere like everyone else.” |

{A woman said there’s a town five kilometers away. There’s
a store, a post office, and a school,” said Mrs. Rimas.

“Pethaps we could walk thete,” said Mother, “and send let-
ters. Maybe someone has heard from the men.”

“Be careful, Elena. Sending letters may endanger the peo-
ple back home,” said Mrs. Rimas. “Don’t put anything in writ-
ing, ever.”

I looked at my feet. I had been writing down everything
and had already filled several pages with descriptions and
drawings.

“No,” whispered Mother. She looked to the grouchy woman
pounding the dirt and leaned toward Mrs. Rimas. “I have a
contact.”

What did Mother mean, she had a “contact”? Who was her

contact? And the war—now the Germans were in Lithuania.
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What was Hitler doing? I wondered what had happened to
our house and everything we left behind. And why were we
digging this stupid hole?

“Well, at least your housemate talks to you,” said Mother.
“Ours is a beastly thing that grabbed Lina by the hair.”

“The villagers are not happy,” said Mrs. Rimas. “But they
were expecting us. Apparently, several truckloads of Estonians
were dumped in a neatby village a few days ago.”

Mother’s shovel paused. “Estonians?”

“Yes,” whispered Mrs. Rimas. “They’ve deported people
from Estonia and Latvia, too.” _

Mother sighed. “I feared that might happen. It's madness.

How many will they deport?”

“Elena, there will be hundreds of thousénds,” said Mrs.

Rimas.

“Quit your gossiping and get to work,” barked the grouchy

woman. “I want to eat.”
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WE HAD DUG a pit more than two feet deep when a truck J

brought a small bucket of water. The guard gave us a break.
Blisters wept on my hands. Our fingers were caked with dirt.
They wouldn’t give us a ladle or cup. We bent like dogs, each
taking turns lapping out of the bucket while the blond guard
drank leisurely from a large canteen. The water smelled fishy,
but I didn’t care. My knees looked like raw meat, and my bacl;
ached from bending for hours. |
We were}digging in a small clearing, surrounded by woods.
Mother asked permission to go to the bathroom and then
pulled me, along with Mrs. Rimas, into the trees. We squatted
our dresses bunched around our waists, to relieve ourselves. |
We faced each other, all on our haunches. “Elena, can you

pass the talcum, please?” said Mrs. Rimas, wiping herself with
a leaf.
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We began to laugh. It was such a ridiculous sight, grab-
bing our knees in a circle. We actually laughed. Mother laughed
50 hard that her ringlets fell loose from the kerchief she had
tied around her hair. :

“Our sense of humor,” said Mother, her eyes pooled with
Jaughing tears. “They cant take that away from us, right?”

We roared with laughter. The lantern flames flickered in the
dark, Joand’s brother pumped a playful tune on the accor-
dion. My uncle, who had indulged in blackberry liquor,
danced a disjointed jig around the backyard of the cottage,
trying to imitate our mothers. He pretended to hold a skirt
and looped from side to side. '

“Come,” whispered Joana, grabbing my band, “Let’s take
awalk.” '

We locked arms and walked berween the dark cottages |
down to the beach. Sand crawled into my shoes. We stood

- on the shore, the water lapping near our feet. The Baltic Sea ~

glistened in the moonlight.

“The way the moon is shining on the water, it’s like it’s
beckoning us in,” sighed Joana.

Tt is. It’s calling us,” I said, memorizing the light and
shadow to paint Later. I kicked off my sandals. “Let’s go.”

“T don’t have my bathing suit,” said Joana. L

“Neither do I. So what?”
“Sy what? Lina, we can’t swim naked,” she said.

“Who said anything about swimming naked?” I asked.
[ waded into the black water in my dress.
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“Lina! For goodness' sake, what are you doing?” gasped
Joana. ‘ ‘

I held out my arms and traced the moon shadows on the
water. My skirt lifted, weightless. “C'mon, it’s lovely!” I
dived under the surface. .

Joana kicked off her shoes and waded into the water up
1o her ankles. The light reflected off of her long brown hair
and tall frame.

“Come in, it’s beautiful!” I said. She waded in slowly,

 too slowly. I jumped up and pulled her in. She screamed and

laughed. Joana's laugh could be singled out in a crowd. It
had a raw freedom that echoed around me.

“You're crazy!” she said.

“Why am I crazy? It looked so beautiful; I wanted to be

part of it,” I said.

“Will you paint us like this?” asked Joana.

“Ves, 'll call it . . . Two Heads, Bobbing in Black,” I said,
flicking water at her.

T don’t want to go home. It’s just too perfect here,” she
said, swirling her arms ibroug/} the water. “Shh, someone’s
coming.”

“Where?” I said, spinning around,

“There, in the trees,” she whispered. Tiwo figures emerged
[rom the trees in front of the beach. “Lina, it’s him! The tall
one. The one I told you about. The one I saw in town! What
do we do?”

Two boys walked to shore, looking out at us. -

“A bit late for a swim, isn’t it?” said the tall boy.
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- “Not at all,” I said.

“Ob, really, do you always go swimming after dark?” he

asked.

“I go swimming whenever I feel like it,” I said.

“And what about your older sister there? Does she always
g0 swimming at night?”

“Why don’t you ask her yourself?” I said. Joana kicked
me underwater.

“You should be careful. You don’t want someone to see you
without clothes.” He grinned. _

“Really? You mean like this?” I jumped and stood up
in the water. My wet dress c/uhg to me like melted taffy to
paper. I flung my arm in the water, trying to get them both
wet. |

“Crazy kid.” He laughed, dodging the water.

“C'mon,” said bis friend. “We'll be late for the meeting.”

‘A meeting? What sort of meeting is going on at this
hour?” I asked. o

The boys dropped their heads for a moment. “We have to
go. Good-bye, older sister,” said the tall boy to Joana before
turning to walk down the beach with bis friend.

“Bye,” said Joana.

We laughed so hard I thought surely our parents would
hear us. We jumped out of the water, grabbed our sandals,
and ran back through the sand onto the shadowy path. Frogs

 and crickets chirped and warbled all around us. Joana grabbed

my arm, pulling me to a stop in the dark. “Don’t tell our

parents.”
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Joana, we're soaking wet. They’ll know we went swim-
D ming,” I said.

“No, I mean about the boys . . . and what they said,” she
said.
“All right, older sister, I won't tell,” I said, grinning. We

ran through the dark, laughing all the way back to the
cottage. . ‘ |

~

What did Joana know about the boys and their meeting that
I didn’t?
The laughter had died. “Lina, let’s go, dear,” said Mother. |

I looked back to the hole. What if we were digging our
own grave? |

’

[ FOUND A STICK and snapped it in half. I sat down and
used it to draw in a patch of hard dirt. 1 drew our house,
garden, and the trees before it was time to return to work. I
pushed'small stones into the earth with my thumb, creating a
pathway to our front door, and lined the roof with twigs.

“Ye must prepare,” said Mother. “The winter will be beyond

anything we've experienced. Temperatures will be below freez-
ing. There will be no food.”

“Winter?” I said, leaning back on my heels. “Are you jolk-
ing? You think we’ll still be here when winter comes? Mother,
no!” Winter was months away. I couldn’t bear the thought of

' living in that shack, digging holes for months, and trying to
avoid the commander. T glanced over to the blond guard. He
was looking at my drawing in the dirt. ‘

“I hope not,” said Mother, lowering her voice. “But what

N
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if we are? If we're not prepared, we'll surely freeze or starve.”
Mother had the grouchy woman’s attention.

“The snowstorms in Siberia are treacherous,” said Mrs.
Rimas, nodding. ‘

“I don’t know how the shacks withstand it,” said Mother.

“Why don’t we build our own building?” T asked. “We can
build a log house like the kolkhoz office, with a chimney and
a stove. We can all live together.” .

“Stupid gitl. They’ll never give us time to build something
of our own, and if we did build something, they’d take it for
themselves,” said the grouchy woman. “Keep digghig.”

It began to rain. Water plopped on our heads and shoul-
ders. We opened our mouths to drink.

“This is insanity,” said Mrs. Rimas.

Mother shouted over to-the blond guard. The butt of his
cigarette glowed under the shelter of the tree branches.

“He says we must dig faster,” said Mother, raising her voice
as the rain poured down in sheets. “That the soil will be soft

» -

now.

“Bastard,” said Mrs. Rimas.

I looked over and saw our house rnclting in the dirt. My
drawing stick rolled away, propelled by the wind and rain.

I put my head down and dug. I jabbed the small shovel
into the earth, harder and harder, pretending the soil was the
commander. My fingers cramped and my arms shook with
exhaustion. The hem of my dress was ripped, and my face and
neck were sunburned from the morning sun.

When the rain stopped, we marched back to the camp,
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covered in mud up to our waists. My stomach convulsed with
hunger. Mrs. Rimas slung the canvas over her shoulder and
we dragged along, our hands cramped, still locked on to the
shovel blades we had gripped for neatly twelve hours.
 We entered the camp near the back. I recognized the bald

man’s shack with its brown door and was able to direct Mother
toward ours. Jonas was inside waiting for us. Every pot was
brimming with water.

“You're back!” he shouted. %I was worried you wouldn’t
find the hut”

Mother wrapped her arms around Jonas, kissing his hair.

“It was still raining when I got back,” explained Jonas. “I
dragged the pots outside so we could have water.”

“Very smart, love. Have you had some to drink?” asked
Mother.

“Plenty,” he said, looking at me in my bedraggled state.
“You can have a nice bath.”

We drank from a large pot before washing our legs off.
Mother insisted I drink more, even when I felt I couldn’t.

Jonas sat cross-legged on the boards. One of Mother’s scarves

was spread out in front of him. In the center was a lonely piece

* of bread, with a small flower next to it.

Mother looked down at the bread and the wilted flower.
“What sort of banquet do we have here?” she said.

“I received a ration coupon for my work today. I worked
with two ladies making shoes,” said Jonas, smiling. “Are you
hungry? You look tired.”

“'m so hungry,” I said, staring at the solitary piece of
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bread. If Jonas received bread for working indoors on shoes,
we must ccrtainly’be getting an entire turkey, I thought.

“We are each entitled to three hundred grams of bread for
our work,” explained Jonas. “You have to collect your ration
coupon at the kolkhoz office.”

“That’s . . . that’s all?” asked Mother.

Jonas nodded. ‘

Three hundred grams of dry bread. I couldn’t believe i.
That’s all we got after digging for hours. They were starving
us and would probably dump us into the holes we dug. “It’s
not enough,” I said.

“We'll find something more,” said Mother.

Fortunately, the commander wasn't at the log building.

when we arrived. We were given our coupons without having
to beg or dance. We followed the other workers into a nearby
building. The bread was weighed and distributed to us. I could
almost close my palm.around the entire ration. On the way
back, we saw Miss Grybas in back of her shack. She waved us
over. Her arms and dress were filthy. She had been working in
the beet fields all day. Her face twisted with revulsion when
she saw us. “What are they doing to you?”

“Making us dig,” said Mother, pushing her mud-
encrusted hair away from her face. “In the rain.”

“Quickly!” she said, pulling us toward her. Her hands
trembled. “I could be in awful trouble taking risks like this
for you. I hope you know that.” She reached into her brassiere
and pulléd out a few small beets and passed them quickly to
Mother. She then raised her dress and took two more from her
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underwear. “Now hurry, go!” she said. I heard the bald man

yelling in the shack behind us.
We scurried back to our hut to begin our feast. I was too
hungry to care that I hated beets. I didn’t even care that they

i ’ ar.
had been transported in someone’s sweaty underwe
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“LINA, PUT THIS in your pocket and take it to Mr. Stalas,”
said Mother, handing me a beet.
The bald man. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t do it. “Mother,
I’'m too tired.” I lay on the planks, my cheek flush to the wood.
“I brought some straw for us to sleep on,” announced Jonas.

“The women told me where I could find it. I'll bring more

tomorrow,” he said.

“Lina, hurry, before it gets too dark. Take it to Mr. Stalas,”
said Mother, organizing the straw with Jonas.

I walked into the bald man’s shack. A woman and two
wailing babies took up most of the gray space. Mr. Stalas was
cramped in the corner, his broken leg splinted with a board.

“What took you so long?” he said. “Are you trying to starve
me? Are you in cahoots with them? What torture. Crying day
and night. I'd trade the totting baby for this rubbish.”
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I dropped the beet onto his lap and turned to leave.

“What happened to your hands?” he said. “They’re
disgusting.”

“I've been working all day, 1 snapped “Unlike you.”

“What do they have you doing?” he asked.

“Digging holes,” I said. ‘

“Digging, eh?” he mumbled. “Interesting, I thought they’d
have pulled your mother.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. '

“Your mother is a smart woman. She studied in Moscow.
The damn Soviets know everything about us. They know about
our families. Don’t think they won’t take advantage of that.”

I thought about Papa. “I need to get word to my father so

he can find us.”

“Find you? Don’t be stupid,” he scoffed.

“He will. He'll know how to find us. You don’t know my
father,” I said.

The bald man looked down.

“Do you?”

“Have those guards gotten to you and your mother yet?”
he asked. I looked at him. “Between your legs, have they got-
ten to you yet?” |

I huffed in disgust. I couldn’t take it anymore. I left him
and walked out of the hut.

“Hey”

I turned toward the voice. Andrius was leaning up against
the shack. '

“Hi,” I said, looking over to him.-
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“You look horrible,” he said.

I was too exhausted to muster a clever reply. I nodded.

“What are they having you do?”

“We're digging holes,” I said. “Jonas made shoes all day.”

“I cut trees in the forest,” he said. Andrius looked dirty, but
untouched by the guards. His face and arms were tan, making
his eyes appear very blue. I pulled a clump of dirt from my
hair.

“Which shack are you in?” I asked.

“Somewhere over there,” he said, without motioning in
any particular direction. “Are you digging with that blond
NKVD?”

“With him? That’s a joke. He’s not digging,” I said. “He
just stands around smoking and yelling at us.”

“His name is Kretzsky,” said Andrius. “The commander,

he’s Komorov. I'm trying to find out more.”

“Where are you getting information? Is there any news of *

the men?” I asked, thinking of Papa. He shook his head.

“There’s supposed to be a village nearby, with a post office,”
I said. “Have you heard that? I want to send a letter to my
cousin.”

“The Soviets will read everything you write. They've got
people to translate..So be careful what you say.”

I looked down, thinking of the NKVD asking Mother to
be a translator. Our personal correspondence wasn’t personal.
Privacy was but a memory. It wasn’t even rationed, like sleep
or bread. I thought about telling Andrius that the NKVD had
asked Mother to spy. |
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“Here,” he said, holding out his hand. He opened his palm
to reveal three cigarettes. '

“You're giving me cigarettes?” I asked.

“Well, what did you think, that T had a roasted duck in my
pocket?”

“No, I meant . . . Thank you.”

“Sure. They're for your brother and your mother. Are they
doing okay?”

I nodded, kicking at the dirt. “Where’d you get the ciga-
rettes?” I asked.

“Around.”

“How's your mom?”

“Fine,” he said quickly. “Look, I gotta go. Tell Jonas I said
hi. And try not to ruin the cigarettes with your blister juice,”
he teased. : .

I staggered back to our shack, trying to see which way
Andrius went. Where was his hut? i

I gave Mother the three cigarettes. “From Andrius,” T said.’

“How sweet of him,” said Mother. “Where did he get
them?”

“You saw Andrius?” said Jonas. “Is he okay?”

“He’s okay. He chopped wood all day in the forest. He said
to tell you hello.”

The Altaian woman toddled over and thrust her hand
out to Mother. They had a brief exchange interspersed with
“nyets” and stomps from the Altaian woman’s foot.

“Elena,” said Mother, pointing to her own chest. “Lina,

Jonas,” she said, pointing to us.
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“Ulyushka!” the woman said, thrusting her palm to Mother. - “So? How was it?” I asked.

Mother gave her a cigarette. ' “He's wonderful,” she sighed.

“Why are you giving her a cigarette?” asked Jonas. “Really?” I said. “Is he smart? He's not one of those dumb

“She says it’s payment toward rent,” said Mother. “Her | boys who drink beer at the beach all day, is he?”
name is Ulyushka.” ; “Ob no,” she breathed. “He's in his first year at university.

“Is that her first or last name?” I asked. . - Hewants to study engineering.”

“I don’t know. But if we're to live here, we must be able to | “Hmph. And he doesn’t have a girlfriend?” I asked.
address one another properly.” . “Lina, stop trying to find something wrong with him.”

I arranged my raincoat over some of the straw that Jonas - - “T'm not. I'm just asking,” I said.
had brought. I lay down. I hated the way Mother had said, “If ﬁ “One day, someone will carch your eye, Lina, and hope- :
we're to live here,” like we were staying. [ also heard Mother Sully when it bafpem, you won't be so critical.” ‘
say spaseeba, which meant “thank you” in Russian. I looked T'm not critical,” I said. ‘I just want to make sure he's
over and saw her sharing a match with Ulyushka. Mother . g””‘{ enough for you.”
pulled two graceful puffs through her long fingers and then “He has a younger brother,” said Joana, grinning at me.
put it out quickly; rationing her own cigarette. : “Really?” I crinkled my nose. ‘

i “Lina,” whispered Jonas. “Did Andrius look okay?” “See? You're already critical and you haven't even met
| “He looked fine,” 1 se;id, thinking of his tan face. him.” ’ ’
- “I'm not being critical! So where is this younger brother?”

I was lying in bed, waiting for the sound. I heard soft foor- “He’ll be here next week. Do you want to meet him?” |

steps outside. The curtain billowed up, revealing Joana’s . Tdow’t know, maybe. It depends what he's like,” I said. :

v tanned face in the window. “Well, you won’t know until you meet him, will you?”

J “Come out,” she said. “Let’s sit on the porch.” teased Joana: , |
ik‘i o I crept out of our bedroom and onto the porch of the cot- : ‘
! i:“ tage. Joana dﬁzped askew in the rocker, gliding back and )
Jorth. I sat in the chair next to her, pulling my knees up ‘
‘j and tucking my bare feet under my cotton nightgown. The

| ‘?‘ rocker croaked a steady rhythm while Joana stared off into ‘ ~ .

o the darkness. : k
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WE WERE ASLEEP WHEN it happened. I had rinsed off my
blisters and started a letter to Joana. But I was too tired. I fell

asleep. The next thing I knew, the NKVD was yelling at me,
pushing me to get outside.

“Mother, what’s happening?” said Jonas.
“They say we must report to the kolkhoz office immediately.”

“Davai!” shouted a guard holding a lantern. They became
impatient. One drew a pistol.

~ “Da! Yes!” said Mother. “Hurry, children! Move!” We
scrambled out of our straw. Ulyushka rolled over, turning her
back to us. I looked over to my suitcase, grateful I had hidden
my drawings.

Others were also herded from their huts. We walked in a

~ line down the dirt path toward the kolkhoz office. I heard the

- bald man yelling somewhere behind us.

They packed us into the main room of the log building.
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The gray-haired man who wound his watch stood in the cor-
ner. The little girl with the dolly waved excitedly to me, as
if reunited with a long-lost friend. A wide bruise blossomed
across her cheek. We were instructed to wait quietly until the
others arrived. .

The log walls were chinked with gray paste. At the head of

the room, a desk with a black chair took up much of the floor.

Portraits of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin hung above the
desk. ' .
Tosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili. He called himself Josef
Stalin, which meant “Man of Steel.” I stared at the picture. He
seemed to stare back. His right eyebrc;w arched, challenging
me. I looked at his bushy mustache and dark, stony eyes. The
portrait showed him almost smirking. Was that intentional?
I wondered about the artists who painted Stalin. Were they
grateful to be in his presence, or terrified of the outcome if he
found their portraits unbecoming? The picture of Stalin was
crooked.

The door opened. The bald man hobbled in on his broken
leg.

“And not one of you thought to help me!” he yelled.

Komorov, the commander, marched in, followed by sev-
eral NKVD carrying rifies. The blond guard, Kretzsky, was
at the end of the line carrying a stack of papers. How did
Andrius learn their names? I looked around for Andrius and
his mother. They weren’t there. '

Komorov began speaking. Everyone turned toward Mother.
The commander paused and raised his eyebrow at her, twitl-

ing the ever-present toothpick on his tongue,
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Mother’s face tightened. “He says we’ve been brought here
for paperwork.”

“Paperworl?” said Mrs. Rimas. “At this hour?”

- Komorov continued speaking, Kretzsky held up a type-

written document.

“We are all to sign that document,” said Mother.

“What does it say?” the crowd demanded.

“It says three things,” said Mother, staring at Komorov. He

_ continued speaking, with Mother translating in between for

the group.

“First, we sign that we agree to join this collective farm.”
There were rumbles within the room. People turned back to
the commander as he spoke. His arm casually moved his uni-
form aside, displaying the gun at his hip. The crowd shifted.

“Second,” said Mother, “we sign that we agree to pay a war
tax of two hundred rubles per person, children included.”

“Where are we to get two hundred rubles?” said the bald
man. “They’ve already stolen all that we had.”

Chattering ensued. An NKVD pounded the butt of his
rifle on the desk. The room quieted.

I looked at Komorov as he spoke. He stared straight at
Mother, as if he were deeply enjoying what he was saying to
her. Mother paused. Her mouth sagged.

“Well, what is it? What's the third, Elena?” said Mrs.
Rimas.

“Wee agree that we are criminals.” Mother paused. “And that
our sentence shall be . . . twenty-five years’ hard labor.”

Shouts and wails erupted in the small room. Someone
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began to hyperventilate. The crowd pushed forward toward

the desk, arguing. The NKVD lifted their rifles, pointing’

them at us. My jaw unlatched. Twenty-five years? We were
going to be imprisoned for twenty-five years? That meant I

would be older than Mother when we were released.. I reached

~out to Jonas to steady myself. He wasn’t there. He had col-

lapsed at my feet.

I couldn’t pull a deep breath. The room began to fold in -

around me. I was sliding, tangled in panic’s undertow.
“SILENCE!” yelled a male voice. Everyone turned. It was
the gray-haired man who wound his watch.
“Calm yourselves,” he said slowly. “We do no good by
becoming hysterical. We can’t think cleatly if we panic. It’s

scaring the children.”

I looked at the little gitl with the doily. She clung to her

mother’s dress, tears spilling onto her bruised face.

The man lowered his voice and spoke calmly. “We are intel-
ligent, dignified people. That is why they have deported us.
For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Alexandras
Lukas. I am an attorney from Kaunas.” The crowd quieted.
Mother and I helped Jonas to his feet.

The commander, Komorov, yelled from the desk at the
front of the room.

“Mis. Vilkas, please tell the commander that I am expléin—

ing the situation to our friends,” said Mr. Lukas. Mother trans-

~ lated: Kretzsky, the young blond guard, chewed his thumbnail.

“I'm not signing any document,” said Miss Grybas.

“They made us sign a registration document at the teachers’
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conference. Look where it got me. That’s how they collected
the names of all the teachers to deport.”

“They’ll kill us if we don’t sign,” said the grouchy woman.

“I don’t believe so,” said the gray-haired man. “Not before
winter. We are in the first week of August. There is much work
to be done. We are good, strong workers. We are farming for
them, building structures for them. It is to their benefit to use

"us, at least until winter comes.”

“He’s right,” said the bald man. “First they’ll grind us from
grain to flour, then they’ll kill us. Who wants to wait around
for that? Not me.”

“They shot the g1rl who had the baby,” huffed the grouchy
woman.

“They shot Ona because she lost her senses,” said Mr.
Lukas. “She was out of control. We are not out of control. We
are intelligent, rational people.”

“So.we shouldn’t sign?” someone asked.

“No. I believe we should sit down in an ordetly man-
ner. Mrs. Vilkas will explain that we are not ready to sign
paperwork.”

“Not ready?” said Mrs. Rimas.

“T agree,” said Mother. “We must not completely refuse.
And we must show that we are not hysterical. Form three lines.”

The NKVD held up their rifles, unsure what we might
do. We sat down in straight lines in front of the desk, under
portraits of Russia’s leaders. The guards looked at one another,
dumbfounded. We sat calmly. We had regained a slice of dig-

nity. I put my arm around Jonas.
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“Mrs. Vilkas, please ask Commander Komorov what the
charges are,” said the gray-haired man. Mother translated.
Komorov sat on the edge of the desk, swinging his boot.

“He says we are charged under Article 58 of the Soviet
Penal Code for counterrevolutionary activities against the
USSR,” said Mother. ‘

“That doesn’t carry a twenty-five-year sentence,” muttered
the bald man.

«Tell him we will work for them and we will provide good
labor, but we are not yet ready to sign,” said Mr. Lukas.

Mother translated. “He says we must sign now.”

“l am not signing a paper condemning me to twenty-five
years,” said Miss Grybas.

“Nor am I, I said.

“So what do we do?” asked Mrs. Rimas.

“We wait here quietly until we are dismissed,” said Mr.
Lukas, winding his watch.

And so we waited. _

“Where’s Andrius?” whispered Jonas. |

“I dor’t know,” I said. I had heard the bald man ask the
same question.

We sat on the floor of the kolkhoz office. Every few min-
utes, Komorov would slap or kick someone, trying to bully
them into signing. No one did. I winced with his every step.
Sweat trickled across the nape of my neck and along my spine.
I tried to keep my head down, afraid that Komorov would
notice me. Those who fell asleep were beaten. -

Hours passed. We sat obediently, like schoolchildren in
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front of the priricipal. Finally, Komorov spoke to Kretzsky.

“He’s telling the young guard to take over,” Mother -

translated. .

Komorov marched over to Mother. He grabbed her by the
arm and spit something that resembled an oyster onto her face:
Then he left. '

Mother quickly wiped off the slime, as if it didn’t bother
her at all. It bothered me. I wanted to roll the hate up into my

mouth and spit it back in his face.

Ruta Sepetys

AT SUNRISE THEY TOLD us it was time to go.backto

work. Tired but relieved, we dragged ourselves to our shack.

Ulyushka was already gone. The hut smelled of rotten eggs.

We drank some of the rainwater and ate a stub of bread

Mother had saved. Despite my washing efforts, mj dress was

still stiff with mud. My hands A'looked like a small animal had
chewed on them. Yellow pus leaked from the blisters.

I tried my best to clean the sores with the rainwater. It
didn’t help. Mother said T needed to form calluses.

“Just do the best you can, dear,” said Mother. “Move your

arm as if you're digging, but don’t press. I'll do the work.”
We set off out of the hut, walking toward the lineup for work

detail. \
Mrs. Rimas walked toward us, her face covered in fear.

Then I saw it, the body of a man with a stake driven through
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his chest into the side of the l{olkhoz‘ office. His arms and legs
dangled likea limp marionette. Blood soaked through his shirt

“and dripped'to form a starn beneath him. Buzzards feasted on

his fleshy bullet wounds. One pecked at his empty eye socket.
“Who is he?” I asked.
Mother gasped grabbed me, and trred to cover my eyes.
“He wrote a letter,” whispered Mrs. Rimas.

I moved past Mother, looking at the.piece of paper tacked

- ups fluttering next to the dead man. I saw handwrrtmg and a

\

~very crude diagram, :

. “He wrote a letter to the parttsans-—the thhuaman free-

dom fighters. The NKVD found it, * said Mrs. Rimas. _
“Who translated it for them?” whispered Mother Mrs.

5 eras shrugged

My stomach dropped, thinking.of my drawrngs I felt nau-
seous and put my hand to my mouth.

The blond guard, Kretzsky, stared at me. He looked tired
and angry. Our standoff had deprived him of sleep. He
marched us out to the clearmg at a faster pace than normal
yellmg and pushing at us.

We arrived at'the large pit we had dug the day before

: Lookmg atit, I estrmated that four: men lying down could

fit inside. Kretzsky mstructed us to. dig another pit next to.

‘the first. T couldn’t erase the i image of the dead man from rny

" mind, His diagram was nothing more than a few crude lines. I

thought of my drawings, lrfehke and full of pain, srttmg in my
suitcase. I had to hide them.

I yawned and hacked away at the dirt. Mother said. the
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.. time went faster ifwe talked about things that made us happy. -

She said it gave us strength.
- “] want to find that village,” 1 said. Maybe we ican buy

food or send letters.”

“How can we go anywhere, when all we do is work?” said
the grouchy woman. And if we don’t work, we don’t eat.”

“Tll try to ask the wornan I live with,” said Mrs. Rimas.

“Be careful who you ask,” said Mother. We dont know

who we can trust.” ‘
I missed Papa. He would know who we could ask and Who

we should stay away from
We dug and dug until the water arrived. Commander

. Komorov was on the truck He Walked around the holes,

inspecting them. I eyed the bucket of water. My hair stuck to

my face. I wanted to submerge my head and drink. Komorov
barked a command. Kretzsky shifted his feet Komorov repeated
' the command. -

Mother’s face was suddenly the color of chalk. “He says .
we must get in the first hole,” she said, clenchmg her dress.

“For what?” I asked. 4
Komorov yelled and pulled a prstol from his belt. He

pomted it at Mother. She jumped down into the first hole. -
" The pistol moved to my head. I Jumped in. He continued until

all four of us were in the hole. He laughed and gave another(

instruction.
“We must put our hands on our heads,” said: Mother.

“No, dear God,” said Mrs. eras, shaking.’

. Komorov wallked around the hole, lookmg at us, point-
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ing the pistol. He told us to lie down. We lay 'rre).rt‘ to each’

other. Mother grasped my hand. I stared up. The sky was blue

" behind the silhouette of his large, .square frame. He circled the .

“hole again. ' -

“I love you, Lma, Whrspered Mother. _
B “Our Father, who art in heaven, began Mrs eras
BANG' - ‘

He shot into the hole. Dirt crumbled down from above our -

heads. Mrs. Rimas screamed. Komorov told us.to shut up. He

circled around and around, muttering that we were disgusting

pigs. Suddenly, he began kicking dirt from the large pile into

the hole. He laughed and kicked faster and faster. The soil

landed on my. feet, then on my dress, then on my chest, He

kicked furiously, covering us in dirt, still pointing the gun at
© our faces. If T 'satlup, I'd be shot IfI didn’t sit up, I'd be buried
alive: I closed my eyes. A heavy load of dlrt sat on my body.

Then ﬁnally, dirt fell onto my face.
BANG'

More dirt crumbled above our heads:. Komorov laughed ‘,

wrldly, krckrng dirt onto our faces Dirt covered my nose. |

- opened my mouth to breathe and choked on the soil.

T heard Komorov cackling and then hacking. He laughed

and coughed, trying to regain composure, as if he had outdone. "’

:hrmself Kretzsky said somethmg

‘BANG!

Then it was quret We lay there, burred in our own efforts.
I heard a muffled rumble of the truck driving away. I couldn’t
open my eyes, [ felt Mother squeezing my hand. She was still
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alive. 1 squeezed back Then I heard Kretzskys voice above

us. Mother sat up and frantrcally began wiping dirt from my

~ face. She pulled me up. I hugged her, not wanting to let go.

Mis. Rimas dug the grou_chv woman out. She wheezed and . .- :

coughed up dirt.

“It’s okay, darling,” said Mother, rocking me i_rlto her. “He’s

, just trying to scare us: He wants us to'sign thosedocurﬁents.”-

R couldn’t cry. I couldn’t even speak.
“Davai,” said Kretzsky softly. He reached out his hand.
I looked up at his outstretched arm. [ hesitated. He reached
down farther. I grabbed his forearm. He grasped mine. I dug

my toe into the ditt and let him pull me out. I stood at the - -
~ side of the hole, face-to-face with Kretzsky. We stared at each -
: other - |

“Get me out of here!”yelled the. grouchy woman. [ looked
away, where the truck had'driven off, Kretzsky sent us back to
drggrng No one spoke for the rest of theday., =
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“WHAT’S WRONG?” asked. ]onas When we arrived back at

the shack. : S
“Nothing, dear,” said Mother. B g

]onas looked from Mother to me, searching our faces for

-answers,

- “We're just tired." Mother smlled
TJust tired,” I told ]onas

Jonas motioned us over to his pallet of straw. Ins1de his

: small cap were three large potatoes. He put his finger to his lips
so our gasps wouldn’t be audible. He didn’t want Ulyushka to

take the potatoes for rent.
“Where did you get them?” I whispered.
- “Dayling, thank you!” said Mother. “And I think we have
just enough rainwater left. We'll make a nice potato soup.”

Mother grabbed the coat out of her suitcase. “T'll be right
back” C
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“Where‘ are you, going”’II asked. -,

“To take food to Mr. Stalas,” she said. \

I checked my suitcase; thinking of the dead man knlfed
up against the kolkhoz office. My drawings were undisturbed.
The lining on the bottom of my suitcase was held down by

snaps. I tore each drawing and page of writing from my tab-

et slid it under the lining, and snapped it back in place I

would hide my messages to Papa untll I found a way to send ‘=

sornethmg

I helped Jonas set the water to boil. Then it occurred to me.

~ Miss Grybas Wasnt able to give us beets today. Mother didn’t

take a potato. So what was she feedlng the bald man>

I walked through the huts and qulckly ducked-out of sight.
Mother was talking'to Andrius in front of the bald man’s.

shack..iShe was ho longerplholding her coat.'I couldn’t hear

their conversation. Andrius Jooked concerned. He discreetly

“handed a bundle to Mother. She reached out and _patted his

shoulder. Andrius turned to leave. I ducked behind the shack.

_ Once Mother passed I peeked out and began to follow him.

.Andrius walked down the row of barracks. I stayed Well

" behind, just close enough to see where he was going. He made
‘his Way to the edge of the carn'pi, then continued on to a large -

log building with windows. He stopped and ldoked around. -

T ducked behind the edge of a shack. It looked like Andrius -
-entered the building from the rear. T crept, closer and hid
‘behind a bush.

-1 squmted to peer in the window. A group of NKVD sat
around a ‘table. I lookéd to the back of the building. No,

* Andrius couldin’t have gone inside an NKVD bu11d1ng 1 was
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just about. to follow him farfhef. Then I saw her. Mrs. Arvydas
appeared in the window carrying a tray of glasses. Her hair was
clean and styled. Her clothes were pressed. She was wearing
makeup. She smiled and distrib@ted the drinks to the NKVD.

Andrius and his mother were working with the Soviets.

i
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"Jonas.,

1 SHOULD HAVE BEEN grateful for the potato soup that

night. But all T could think about was Andrius. How could

he do it? How could‘ he work with them? Did he live in that

building? I thought about lying in that hole while Andrius lay
in a bed, a Soviet bed. I kicked at my 1tchy straw, starlng at the
rusted ce1hng

- “Mother, do you think they Il let us sleep tomght> Or
will they insist we go to the office to sign the papers?” asked

“I'don’t know,” said Mother. She turned her head to me.
“Andrius gave me that nice bread we had with our soup It’s
very courageous of him to take risks like that for us.”

““Oh, he’s courageous, isn’t he?”

“What do you mean by that?” said Jonas. “He is coura-.

geous. He gets us food nearly every day.”
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He sure looks lrke he’s eatmg Well doesn t he? T think he’s -

actually gained Werght I said.

~“And be glad of that,” said Mother. ‘Be glad that not every- -

one is desperate for food like we are.”

“Yes, 'm very glad the NKVD aren’t hungry If they Were.l

hungry, how would they have the strength to bury us alive?”
T said. '

- “What?” said JOnas o
Ulyushka yelled at us'to'be quret
“Hush, Lina. Let’s say our prayets and give thanks for that
wonderful meal. Let’s pray that your father is just as well.”

We slept through the night. The next morning, Officer

- Kretzsky told Mother that we were to join the other women in
- the beet fields. I was thrilled. We bent and thrashed amongst -

the long green rows of sugar beets, using hoes without han-

dles Miss Grybas lectured us on the pace of our work. She

“told us that on the’ ﬁrst day, someone leaned on the handle a

'-momenf to' wipe their brow. The Soviets made them saw the

handles off. I reahzed how difficylt it was for Miss Grybas to
steal beets for ys. Armed guards stood watch Although they
seemed more interested in smoking and telling jokes, slipping
abeet into my underwear unnoticed was no easy task. It poked
out like an extra lrmb

That evening, I refused to take food to M. Stalas I told
Mother I felt too src_k to walk. I couldn’t stand to see Andrius.

He was a traitor. Hé was plump on Soviet food, eating from

. the hand that strarigled us each and every day.

‘v ll take Mr, Stalas l’llS food said Jonas after a feW days
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“Lina, go with him,” said Mother. “T don’t want him to go
alone” I walked with Jonas to the bald man’s shack. Andrius
was waiting outside. o

“Hi,” he said. I 1gnored hrm, left ]onas outsrde, and walked
in to give Mr Stalas his beets. He was standmg up.

“There you are. Where have you been?” he said, leaning
up against the wall. [ nqtrced Mothers coat tucked into his

bed of straw.
“Drsappornted I’m not dead’ I said, handrng h1m the

beets.
“That’s a sour mood he said.
“Are you the only one who's allowed to be angry? Pm s1ck
of this. I'm tired of the NKVD houndmg us.” _
“Bah. They don’t care if we sign,” said the bald man. Do

you really think they need our permission, our signatures, to

~ do what they’re ‘doing to us? Stalin needs to break our will.

Don’t you understand? He knows if we sign some st_uprd
papers,- we'll give up. Hell break us.” ,

“How do you know?” I asked. ‘ SO

" He waved me away “It doesnt look good on you—anger,”

Vo

he said. “Now get out.”
- I walked out of the shack “Let’s g0, ]onas
“Whait,” whispered Jonas, leaning in to me. He brought us
salami” ‘ , '
I folded my arms across my chest.
“T guess she’s allergrc to kindness,” said Andrius. |
“T'hat’s npt what I'm’ allergrc to. Where did you get your

. salaml? I said.
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-Andrius stared at me. ]onas, can you leave us for a min-
‘ute?” he said. ‘ . .
No, he can't leave us. My mother doesn’t want him to be
alone. That’s the only.reason I came,” T said. .
“I'm ﬁne, said Jonas. He turned and walked away.
“So, is that What you re eating these days?” I asked. Sov1et
salami?™ o . L
“When I can get it,” he said. He took out a cigarette and lit
" it. Andrius looked strongef, his arms muscular. He drew i ina
 breath and blew a plume of smoke over our heads. \
“And c1garettes, too,” I commented. “Are you sleepmg ina
' nice bed in that Sovlet building?”
“You have no 1dea,” he said. | -

“I don’t? Well, you don’t look tired or hungry. You v weren’t
dragged to the kolkhoz office in the middle of the nrght and
“condemned to twenty-ﬁve years. So, are you reporttng all of
our conversations to them?”: '

“You think I'm spying?” '

Komorov asked Mother to spy and report to lnm She
said no.”
 “You don t know what you re talkmg about,” said Andrlus,

‘

the crimson in his face rising.
““Idon’t?” ,
“No, you have no idea,” he said. '
I don’t see your mother wotking in the dirt—?
“No,” said Andrius, leaning in, an inch from my face. “You
know why?” A vein in his temple bulged I felt his breath on
A my forehead.
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“Yes, because—— :
“Because they threatened to krll me unless she slept with

" them. And if they get tired of her, they still might kill me. So
how would you feel, Lina, if your mother felt she had to pros- -
- titute herself to save your life?”

‘My jaw dropped.
The words flew outof his mouth. Hovv do.you: think my

l father would feel 1f he krew? How does my mother feel lying -

) Wltll the men who mur_dered her husband? No, your mother |
- might not translate for therﬁ,~but _Whgt do you think ehe’d do if
they held a knife to your brother’s neck?”- '
“Andrius, I—"

A “No,.you have no idea. You have no 1dea how much I hate
rmyself for puttmg my mother through this, how every day l.
think of ending my'life so she can be free. But instead, my-
mother and I are using our mtsfortune to keep others alive.
_ But you wouldn’t understand that, would you? You're t00 self

ish and self-centered. Poor you, digging all day long Youre
just a spoiled krd He turned and walked away
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TH |
E STRAW PRICKLED AGAINST my face Jonas had

fallen asleep a long time ago. A soft whistle blew each time he

~ exhaled. T tossed and turned.

“He’s trying, Lina,” said Mother. B

“He’s sleeping,” I said. '

“Andrius. He’s trying and you're blockmg h1m at every
pass. Men aren’t always graceful, you know.”

“Mothe d
/ 1, you don’t understand,” I said.

She ignored meand continued. “Well, T can see you're

upset.
pset. Jonas said that you were nasty to Andrius. That s unfair.

“Some
times kindness can be delivered in a clumsy way. But

. it’s far
more sincere in its clumsiness than those dlstmguxshed

men you read about in books. Your father was very clumsy.
A tear rolled down.my cheek. g
“She chuckled in the darkness. “He says I bewitched him the

very instant her saw me, But do you know what really happened?
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_cere. Someti

He tried to talk to me and fell out of a tree He fell out of an

¢

"oak tree and broke his arm.”

“Mother, it’s not like. that Isaid.
“Kostas,” she s1ghed ‘He was so clumsy, but he was so siny
mes. there is such beauty in awkwardness There’s
love and emotion trying to express itself, but at the time; it ]ust :
ends up beingawkward. Docs that make sense?” |
“Mmm, hmm,” I said, trying to muffle my tears.
. “Good ‘men are often more practical’ than pretty, sald’ k

Mother. Andtxus just happens to be both.”

I couldn’t sleep. Fuch timé I closed my eyes I saw him wink-
ing at me, his beautiful face coming toward mine. The smell
| of bis hair lingered around me. ST

“Are you awake?” I whispered.
. Joana rolled over. Yes, it’s too /aot to sleep,” she said, o
T feel likee I'm spznnmg He's so. /mndsome, "I told ber : -
She gzggled tucking her arms under ber pillow.: “And he
- dances even better than his older brother.” :

~ “How did we look together? *Tasked. ”
. “Like you were having a great time,” she said. “Everyone

could see that.”
“T can’t wait to see bzm tomorrow,” 1 szghed Hes Just

- cperfect.”
The next day after lunc/a we ran back to the cottage to
brush our bair. I nearly ran over Jonas on my way out.
“Where are you going?” he asked. :
“For a walk,” I said, rushing after Joana.
I wal/eed as fast as I could without brezz/ezng into a jog.
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I tried not to crumple the dmwzng rolled in my /%znd I
had deczded to draw him when I couldn ‘t sleep. The portmzt
‘came out so well that ]Ocma mggested 1 give it to him. S/ae

- assured me he’d be impressed with my ralent.
His brother rushed up to Joana, meeting her in the street.
“Hey, stranger,” be said, smiling at Joana.
“Hil” said Joana. o ,
“Hi, Lina. What do you have there?” he said, movioning
to the paper in my hand. ' -
Joana looked over toward the icé cream shop. I moved
around her to find him. . : o
“Lina,” she said, reac/azng out to /Jola’ me back.
It was too late. I had already seen. My prince had bis
arm around a girl with red hair. They weré cozy, laughing,

sharing an ice cream cone. My stomach plunged and twisted.

T forgot something,” I said, backing away. My fingers

. wrenched t/ae portrait in my sweaty hand. “T'll be right back.”
Tlf come with you,” said Joana.
“No, that's all right,” I said, laopzng t/]e blotches of heat
I felt on my neck weren’t visible. I attempred a smile! The
" sides of my mouth trembled. I turned and walked away,
. trying to ,éeep my comjomre until I reached a safe distance.

Clenching my jaw didn’t stbp the tears. I stopped and
leaned against a trash can on the streer.

“Linal” Joana caught wp to me. “Are you all right?”

I nodded. I opened the crinkled portrait of his handsome.
face, T ripped it up. and threw it away. Stray pieces escaped
my grip and blew dcross the street. Boys were idiots. T/aey
- were all idiots. '
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" AUTUMN APPRQACHED. The NKVD pushed us h.arder..

If we so much as stumbled, they reduced our. bread rations.

Méther could close her thumb a.nd'middle finger around my -
forearm. T had no tears. The sensation of crying Would fill me, -

" but my eyes would only dry-heave.and burn.’

It was hard to imagine that war raged somewherein Europe
We had a war of our own, waiting, for the NKVD to choose

the next victim, to throw us in the next hole. They enjoyed
“hitting and kickin.g,us in the fields. One morning, they caught
an old man eating a beet. A guard ripped out his front teeth -
with pliers. They made us watch. Every other night they woke -
us to sign the documents sentencing us to twenty-five yearé. K

. We learned to sit in front of Komorov’s desk and rest with our

eyes open. I managed to escape the’ NKVD while smmg rlght
in front of them.
My art teacher had sald that if you breathed deeply and
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imagined somethrng, you'could be there You could see it, feel

it. Durrng our standoffs with the NKVD, T learned t6 do that
I clung to my rusted dreams during the times of silence. It was

at gunpoint that I fell into every hope and allowed myself to

~ wish from the deepest part of my heart. Komoroy thought he

was torturing us, But we were escaping 1nto a stillness vvtthrn
ourselves. We found strength there. " - B

Not everyone could sit still. People became restless,”
exhausted Finally, some gave in.

Trartors' spit Miss Grybas under her breath cluckrng her
tongue People argued about those who signed. The ﬁrst nlght

someone signed, I was furious. Mother told e 'to feel sorry for”

- the person, that they had been pushed over the edge of their

identity. I. couldn’t feel sorry for them I couldxt understand. -
Walking to the fields each rnornrng, could predict who

would be the next to sign. Their faces sang songs of defeat..

- Mother saw it, too. She would chat with the person and |

work next to them in ‘the field, trying to bolster their spirit.

Sometrmes it worked. Many times it didn’t. Ac night I drew '.

portralts of those who had signed and wrote about how the
NKVD broke them down.

The NKVD s hostilities strengthened my deﬁance Why

‘would I give in to people who spit in my face and tormented |

me each and every day? What would I have left if I gave them

nhy self-respect? I wondered what would _happen if we were the

~ only ones left who wouldn’t sign.

~The bald man moaned that we could believe no one. He -

accused everyone of being a spy. Trust crumbled. People. began
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to questton each other’s motives and planted seeds of doubt.
I thought of Papa, telling me to be careful with my dtawmg

Two nights later, the grouchy woman signed the papers.

| : She bent over the desk. The pen trembled in her knobby
hand. I thought she might change her mind, but suddenly she -

scribbled something and ‘threw the pen down, commrttrng
herself and her lictle grrls to twenty-five years. We stared at
her. Mother bit her bottom lip and looked down. The grouchy -

. ] ]
woinan began screaming, telling us we were imbeciles, that w

were all going to die, so why didn’t we eat well until then? One |
- ‘of her daughters began to cry. That night, I drew her face. Her

mouth sagged, forlorn. The’ lrnes of her brow plunged with

 both anger and confusion.

Mother and Mrs. Rimas scavenged for news of the men

or the war; Andrius passed information to Jomas. He ignored

idea .
me. Mother wrote Jetters to Papa, even though she had no id

where to send thern
“If only we could get to that village,’ Elena,” sard Mirs.

Rimas one night in the ration line: “We could mail our letters.”
People who signed the twenty—ﬁve—year sentence were able
to go to the village. We were not. ,
“Yes, we need to get to the village,” I said, thrnkrng of get—
ting something to Papa.
~“Send the whore, that Arvydas woman,’ sard the bald
man. “She’ll hustle the best deals. Her Russtan is probably

pretty good by now.”
" “How dare you!” said Mrs. Rimas.

“You disgusting old man. Do you thrnk she wants to sleep'
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»“-Wlth them?” I yelled. ‘Her son’s hfe depends on it!” Jonas

hung his head. .
" “You should feel sotry for: Mrs Arvydas, said Mother, “just
as we feel sorry for you. ‘Andrius and Mis. Atvydas have puat

extra food in your mouth many a night. How can you be so

ungrateful?”
- “Well, then you'll have to brlhe that cranky cow who signed,”
said the bald man. “You can buy her off to mail your letters.”
We had all Written letters that Mother planned to mail to
her “contact,” a distant relative who lived in the countryside.
The hope was that Papa had done the same thing. We weren’t
able to sign our fames or write anything' specific. We knew
the Soviets would read the notes. We wrote that we were all
well, havrng a lovely time, learnmg good trade skills. I drew
a picture of Grandma and wrote “Love from Grandma Altai”

underneath with my scribbled signature. Surely Papa would rec-

ognize the face, my srgnature, and the word Altai. Hopefully

the NKV_D wouldn’t.

Ruta Sepetys

MOTHER HELD THREE sterling silver serving pieces she' |

- had sewn into the coat. She had carrred them since we were

deported. - ' ‘ : *
“Wedding glfts, she sard holdrng the s1lver, from my

parents.” Mother offered one piece to'the grouchy woman in

exchange for mailing letters and picking up sundries and news
when she went to-the village. She accepted. | -
Everyone longed for news. The bald man old Mother of .
a secret pact between Russia and Germany. Lithuania, Latvia,
Estonia, Poland, and others were divided between Hirler and
Stalin. 1 drew the two of them, dividing countries like chil
dren dividing toys. Poland for you. Lithuania for me. Was ita -
game to them? The bald man said Hitler broke his -agreement
with Stalin, because Gerrnany invaded Russia a week after we
were deported "When L asked Mother how the bald man knew

about- the pact, she said she didn’t know
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What had happened to our house and everythlng we

owned since we were deported? Did Joana and my other rela-

. tives know what had happened> Maybe they were look1ng for

us..
I was glad that Hitler had pushed Stalln out of thhuama,
but what was he domg there?

“Nothing could be worse than Stalin,” said one of t/ae men ar .

" the dining room table. “He is the epitome of evil.”
“There is no better or worse,” said Papa, his voice low. I
leaned farther around the corner to listen. | I

“But Hitler won’t- uproot us,” said the man.

“Maybe not you, but what about us Jews? *said Dr. Seltzer,
my father's close friend. “You heard the circulation. Hitler
made the Jews wear armbands.”

“Martin's right,” said my father. And Hztlers setting up
a system of ghettos in Poland.”

A system? Is that what you mll it, Ko.vms? He's locked, up

hundyeds of thousands of Jews in Lodz and sealed off even -
more. in Warsaw,” said Dr. Selrzer, his voice soaked with
desperation. S

“Tt was a.bad choice of words. I'm sorry, Martin,” said
Papa. "My point is that we're dealing with two devils who
both want to rule hell.”

“Bur Kosms, to remain neutral or independent wzll be
zmposszble, *said a man

Linal” w/mpered Mot/yer, gmbézng me b_y my collar. Go

1o your room.”
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I didn’t mind, TYae constant talk of politics bored me, I I

- 'was only lzstenmg for my dmwzng game. I tried to draw t/aezr

expres:zons simply by hearing the conversation but not seezng
their faces. T had heard enough to dm\w Dr. Seltzer.

Jonas contmued to work with the two Slbenan women mak-
ing shoes: They liked him. Everyone loved ]onas and his sweet

dlsposmon The women advised that he'd best make boots for

winter. They looked the other way when he set aside scraps.

of materials. Jonas was learning Russian isch qu1cker than I

was. He could understand a- fair amount of conversatxon and

4 could even use slang, I constantly asked him to translate I

hated the. sound of the Ru331an language

MAPS AND SNAKES-
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I THRASHED NEXT to Mother in the beet field. Black boots
appearednear_my feet. I looked up. Kretzsky. His yellow hair
' ‘parted on the side and cascaded across his forehead. I wondered
how old he was. He didn’t look much older than Andrius.
“Vilkas,” he said.. =~ |
Mother looked up. He rattled off somethlng in Ru331an,
t00 quickly for me to understand. Mother looked down and
-then back at Kretzsky. She raised her voice and yelled out to
the field. “They’re looking for someone who can draw
I froze. They had found my drawings. ~
“Do any of you draw?” she said, shading her eyes and
looking across the field. What was Mother domg> No one
responded.
' Kretzsky s eyes narrowed, lookmg at me.
“They’ I pay two c1garettes for someone to copy a map and

a photograph-——- _
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“Pll do i it,” I said qu1ckly, dropping my hoe.
‘ “No, Lina!” said Mothet, grabbing my arm.

“Mother, a map,” I whispered. “Maybe it will bring us news

of the war or the men. And I won’t have to bé in this ﬁeld.”

I thought about giving a cigarette to Andrius. I wanted to

A apologlze

“T'll go with her,” said Mother in Russ1an e
“NYET!” yelled Kretzsky. He grabbed me by the arm.
“Davai!” he yelled, pulling me away.’
Kretzsky dragged me from the beet field. My arm ached

“under his grip. As soon as we disappeared from view, he let

go of me. We walked in silence toward the l{olkhoi office. Two

NKVD approached down the row of shacks One caught 81ght
of us and shouted to Kretzsky.

He looked ovei to them, then back at me. His posture’

")3

changed. “Dayai!
face. My cheek stung. My neck twisted, from the unexpected

blow.

a fascist pig. They laughed. One of them asked for.a match.

Kretzsky lit the guard’s cigarette. The NKVD brought hisiface

an inch from mine. He muttered something in Russian, then
“bley a long stream of smoke in my face. I coughed. He took

the burning cigarette and pointed the glowmg tip at my cheek. )

Brown tar stains filled a crack between his front teeth. His. lips |

‘were chapped and- crusty. He stepped back lookmg me over,

nodding,

My heart hammeled Kretzsky laughed and slapped the :
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The two NKVD drew near, watching. Kretzsky called me

yelled Kretzsky. He slapped me across the - -
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guard on the shoulder. Th¢ other NKVD raised his eyebrows
and made obscene gestures Wlth his ﬁngers before laughing
. and walking away with his friend. My cheek throbbed.
. .Kretz,sky’s shoulders dropped. He stepped back and lit "
a cigarette. “Vilkas,” he said, shaking his head"aﬁd bléwing |
smoke out of the corner of his mouth. He laughed, grabbed

my arm, and dragged me toward the kolkhoz office.
What had I just agreed to> ’

i

1 SAT AT A TABLE in the kolkhoz office. I shook out my .
hands, hioping to stop them from quivering. A map was placed
" to my upper left, and a photograph to my upper right. The
map was of Siberia, the photo of a family. In the photograph, a
black box had been drawh around the man’s head. '
. An NKVD brought paper and a bx with a nice sclectlon

" of pens, pencils, and drafting ‘supplies. I ran my fingers over |

the writing utensils, longing to use them for my own draw—
ings. Kretzsky pointed to the map.
I had seen maps in school, but they had never interested -
me as this one did. I looked at the map of Siberia, shocked
by its enormity. Where were we on the map? And where was
Papa? | surveyed the details of thc plot. Kretzsky pounded his
fist on the table, impatient.
Several officers hovered around while I drew. They fhpped
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through ﬁles and pomted to locatrons on the map. The files
had papers and photographs affixed to them. I stared at the

cities on the map as I was drawing, trying to commit them to

memory. I would re-create it on my own later.

Most of the officers left as soon as the map was ﬁmshed

Kretzsky ﬂrpped through files, drinking coffee while T drew

the man in the photograph. I closed my eyes ‘and inhaled. The
coffee smelled incredible. The room was warm like our kitchen
at home. When I opened my eyes, Kretzsky was staring at mie.

. ‘He set his coffee cup down on the table, examrnmg the

drawing. T looked at the man’s face as it came to life on my

- page. He had bright eyes and a warm smile. His mouth was '

relaxed and calm, not pinched like Miss Grybas’ or the-bald-

man’s. I wondered who he was aﬁd whether he was Lithuanian.

I thought about creating somethrng his wife. and children '
‘would like to look at. Where was this gentleman and why

Was he 1rnportant? The ink from the pen flowed smoothly I

wanted that pen. When Kretzsky turned I dropped it i my
lap and leaned closer to the table.

I needed texturesto capture the man’s hair. I dipped rn}.f

finger into Kretzsky’s coffee cup, lifting grounds onto my fin- -

ger. I dabbed them on top of my other hand and swished the

brown’ around on my skin. I used the coffee grounds to blot

texture into the ‘Thair. Almost. I Jeaned forward and brushed a

. bit of the grit with my pinky. It curved softly ina gentle sweep.

Perfect. 1 heard footsteps. Two cigarettes appeared in front of
me. | tur-_ned, startled. The commander stood behind me. My
skin prickled at the sight of him, bristling.on my arms and the

1

. back of my neck. I pushed myself agarnst the table, trymg to

conceal the pen in my lap. He rarsed his eyebrows at me, flash-
ing the gold tooth under his l1p ‘
: Fmrshed I said, sliding the drawing toward him.-

,” he said, nodding: He stared at me, hrs toothpick -

bobbmg on his tongue.

’
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- I WALKED BETWEEN the huts in the dark, making my way
toward the NKVD building at the back of the carhp I heard'

voices mumbhng behind the bnttle walls. I hurried along the

tree line, cradling the cigarettes and the pen in my pocket. I

stopped behind a tree. The NKVD barracks looked like a hotel -
compared with our shacks Kerosene lamps burned brightly. A -

group of NKVD sat on the: porch playmg cards and passmg

T a ﬂask

[ crept in the shadows to the back of the building, I heard

somethmg——crymg, and whispers in Lithuanian. I turned the

- corner. Mrs. Arvydas sat on a crate, her shoulders risihg and

falling in rhythm with muffled sobs. Andrius knelt down in

- front of her, his hands claspmg hers. T inched closer. His head

snapped up.
- “What do you want, Lina?” said Andrius.

176

“I. .. Mrs. Arvydas, are you all rlght"‘ She turned her

head away from me.

“Leave, Lina,” sald Andrius.
“Can I help somehow?” L'asked.
“No.” . - - v
“Is there anything I can dc‘)?”‘I pressed. .

“I said, leave!” Andrius stood up to face me,

I hung motlonless “I came to give you—— ! reached in my.

pocket for.the cigarettes.

Mis, Arvydas turned: her head to me. Her eye makeup ran

down over a bloody welt that, blazed across hier check.

What had they done to her? T felt the cigarettes crush

betvveen my ﬁngers Andrius stared at me.

“Pm sorry” My voice caught and broke. “I'm’ really so

sorry.” I turned quickly and began to run. Images streaked and
bled. together, contorted by my speed——Ul}mshka, grinning

 with yellow teeth; Ona i in the dirt; her one dead eye open;

the guard moving toward e, smoke blowing from his pursed -

hps——-Stop it, Lina—Papas battered face looking down at me
from the hole; dead bodies lying next to the train tracks; the
commander reaching for my breast. STOP IT!1 couldn’t.
I ran back. to our shack. o
' “Lina, what’s Wrong?” asked Jonas. -
“Nothing!” :
I paced the floor. I hated this labor camp. Why were We
here? I hated the commander. I hated Kretzsky. Ulyushka
“complained and stomped for me to sit down. -

“SHUT UP, YOU WITCH!” I screamed.
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I rifled through my saitcase. My hand knocked the stone
from Andrius. I grabbed it. I thought about throwing it at

' Ulyushka Instead I tried to crush it. I didn’t have the strength

[ put it in my pocket and snatched my paper. «
I found a sliver of light outside in back of our. hut, T held

"the stolen pen above the paper. My hand began to move in
short, set‘atchy strokes. I took a breath. Fluid strokes. Mrs. }
Arvydas slowly appeared on the page. Her long neck, her full

lips. I thought of Munch as I sketched, his theory that pain,
love, and despair were links in an endless chain.

My breathing slowed. I shaded her thick chestnut hair rest-

- ing in a smooth curve against her face, a large bruise blaz-

ing across her cheek. I paused, looking over my shoulder to

‘make, certain I was alone. I drew her eye makeup, smudged

by tears. In her watery eyes I drew the reflection of the com-

mander, standmg in front of her, his fist clenched. I continued

to sketch, exhaled, and shook out my hands.

I returned to our shack and hid the pen and drawing in
my suitcase. ]onas sat on the floor, bobbing his knee nervously
Ulyushka was asleep on her pallet, snoring. -

" “Where’s Mother?” I asked: '

“The grouchy woman went to the v1llage today,” said ]onas
“Mother walked down the road to meet her on the way back.”

“Its late,” I said. “She’s not back?” I had given the grouchy
woman.a wood carving to ‘pass along f for Papa.

Twalked outside and saw Mother coming toward the shack.

She carried coats and boots. She smiled her huge smile when

she saw me. Miss Grybas came scurrying toward us.

N

”
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“Hurry!” she said. “Put those things out of sight. The

NKVD is rounding everyone up to sign papers.”

. Ididn’t have a chance to tell Mother about Mrs. Arvydas
We put everything in the bald man’s, shack. Mother put her
arms around me. Her dress hung'on her thin frame, her hip
bones protrudmg at the'belted waistline. o

“She mailed our letters!” Whlspered Mother, beaming. I
nodded, hoping the handkerchief had passed across hundreds
of miles already, ahead of the letters:

It wasn t five minutes before the NKVD burst into our hut :

yelling for us to report to the office. ]onas and I marched along
with Mother. ' A

“And drawing'the map. this afternoon?” she asked.

Easy, I said, thlnklng of the stolen pen hidden in my
suitcase.

“I wasn’t sure it was safe,” said Mother. “But I guess I was
Wrong " She put her arms around us..

Sure, we were safe, Safe in the arms .of hell

i

“Tadas was sent to t/ye princzibal today,” announced: Jonas
at dinner, He wedged a /mge piece of s mumge into his small
mouth.

“Why?” I asked. .

“Because he talked about bell, ”{putte}"ed johz;s, juz'te Sfrom
t/ae plump sausage dribbling down his chin.

Jonas, don’t speak with your moutlf Sull. Take smal[er
pieces,” scolded Mother.

Sa; ry,” said Jonas with hzs moutly smﬁ‘ed It’s good ” He
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the skin was a’elzczomly .ra/ty : : ’
 and there’s no escape for all eternizy,” -
reaching for the vegetables.

: :th/mazmaz we’/l all end up tbere

180 Ruta Sepety:.

Sonished c/aewzng l too,é a bite of sausage. It was warm and
“Tadas told one of the girls that hell is tbe worst plac‘e ever
“Now why would Tadas be talking of hell?” ﬂs/eed Pzzpa ’

“Because his futher told him that if Smlzn comes to

Mrs. eras

“IT°S CALLED TURACIAK,” Mother told us the next day.

“It’s up in the hills. It’s not large, but theres a post office and
even a small schoolhouse.” ‘
“There’s a school?” said Miss Grybas excitedly.
Jonas shot me a look. He had been asking about school
since the beginning of September ‘ o

“Elena, you must tell them I'm a teacher,” said Mrss Grybas.

“The children i in the camp must go to school We have to cre-

ate some sort of school here.”

“Did she mail the letters?” asked the bald man.’

“Yes,’ said Mother “And she Wrote the post office address‘

.on the return

“But how will we know if any letters arrive for us? said

“Well, we’ll have to continue to bribe someone who signed,”

L8
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. he’s killing the Jews. Lithuanians could be helping him!

, sard Miss Grybas with a grrmace “They’ ll check for our marl

when they take their trips to the village.”

“She said she met a Latvian woman whose husband iSina

prison near Tomsk,” said Mother.
. “Oh, Elena, could our husbands be in Tomsk? ? asked Mrs '

Rimas, bringing her hand to ker chest.

- “Her husband wrote that he is spending time wrth many
Lithuanian. friends” Mother smiled. “But she said the letters
were cryptic an‘d'arrived with markings.”

“Of course they did,” said the bald man. “They’re censored.
That Latvian woman better be careful what she writes. Asd you
better be careful too, unless you want to be shot in the head.”

“Will you never stop?” I'said. :

“It’s the truth. Your love letters could get them. krlled And
what of the war?” asked the bald man.

“The Germans have tal;en Kiev,” said Mother.

_ “What are they doing there?” asked Jonas.

“What do you think they're dorng? They re krlhng people

 This is war!” said the bald man.

“Are the Germans krlhng people in Lithuania?” sard Jonas.
Stuprd boy, don’t you know?” said the bald man. Hltler,
'”
“\What> [ said.-
“What do you nnearnP Hrtler pushed Stahn out of
Lithuania,” said Jonas. '

- “That doesn’t make hima hero. Our.country is doomed

don’t you sée? Our fate is death, no matter whose hands we fall

into,” said the bald man.

Ruta Sep,etys

~Seltzer?

it.
Thats enough Mr. Stalas,” said Mother.
“What about America or Brrtaun? asked Mrs eras
' “Surely they’ll help us.”

“Nothing yet,” said Mother. “But soon, I hope

'And that was the first news of Lithuanja in months.

hard Work,‘l she .v'vas effervescent. She walked AWit‘h a bourice,
Hope, like oxygen, kept her moving. I‘thought about Papa. -

Was he really in prison somewhere in Siberia? I recalled the =

map I had drawn for the NKVD, and then Stalin and Hitler

- dividing up Europe. Suddenly, a thought hit me. If Hitler
“was killing the ]ews in Lrthuanra, What had happened to Dr

\

~ The possrbrhty of letters en route made for endless convet- -

sation. We learned the names of everyone’s relatives,. nergh—

bors, coworkers——anyone who could possibly send a letter.

Miss Grybas was sure the young man who had lived next door. -

. to her would send a letter

“No, he won 't. He probably never notrced you 11ved there,”

said the bald man. “You're not exactly the noticeable type.”

Miss Grybas was riot amused. Jonas and I laughed about

it later. At night, we'd lie i in our straw creating ridiculous sce-

~ narios of Miss Grybas romancrng her young neighbor. Mother -
- told us to stop, but sometimes I heard her giggling right along

with us.

Temperatures drpped and the NKVD pushed us harder
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“Stop it!” yelled Miss Grybas. “I can7t bear to h'ear.abouvt

'

Mother’s spirits soared. Despite her hunger and blisters from
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They even géve us an extra ration at one point because théy
wanted another barrack built before the snow came. We still
refused to sign the papers. Andrius still refused to speak to me.
We planted pétatoes for spring, even though no one wanted to
believe we might still be in'Siberia when the cold broke.

The Soviets forced Mother to teach school to a mlxed class
of Altaian and Lithuanian children. Only the children whose
parents signed were alIow’éd to attend school.‘They forced her
to teach in Russian, even though many children did not yet
fully understand the language. The NKVD would not let
Miss Grybas teach. It pained her. They told her if she signed,

they would allow her to assist Mother. She wouldn’t sign, but
helped Mother with lesson plans in the evenings. -

I was4happ;y that Mother was able to teach in a covered
shack. Jonas had been reassigned to chopping logs for fire-

wood. The snow had arrived, and he’ came back each night

~ wet and freezing. The tips of his frozen hair would simply
'break off. My joints became stiff from the’ cold. I was sure the

insides of my bones were full of ice. They made a cracklng,

snapping sound when I stretched. Before we could get warm,

we'd feel 4 horrible stinging sensation in our hands, feet, and

face. The NKVD grew more irritable when the cold came. So
did Ulyushka. She demanded rent whenever she felt like it. I
literally wrestled my bread ration out of her hand on several
occasions. ’ ‘

 Jonas paid Ulyushka our rent with splinters and logs | he
stole from the cutting. Thankfully, he had made sturdy boots

.and shoes for us while working with the two Siberian women.
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His Russian was quickly improving. I drew my little brother .
taller, his face somber. .

"I was assigned to hauling sixty-pound bags of grain on my
back through the snow. Mis.'Rimas taught me how to pilfer

some by moving the weave of the bag aside with a needle and

.then moving'it back, undetected. We were quickly perfecting

the art of scavenging. Jonas sneaked out each night to retrieve -

scraps of food from the NKVD’s trash. Bugs and maggots

didn’t deter anyone. A couple of flicks of the finger and we -

* stuffed it in our mouths Sometlmes Jonas'would return with

care packages that Andrius and Mrs. Arvydas would hide in

the trash. But aside from the occasional bounty from Andnus, -

we had become bottom-feeders, living off filth and rot.
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AS THE BALD MAN predicted, we were able to continu-

ally bribe the grouchy woman into visiting the post office for

. us when she went to the v1llage For two months, our’ b,mbes

returned nothing, We _shlveyed in our shacks, warmed only by

- the promise of an eventual envelope carrying news from home.

~ Temperatures lived well below zero. Jonas slept near the little

stove, waking every,few hours to add more wood. My toes

wete numb the skin cracked.

Mis. leas was the ﬁlst to receive a letter It was from a

 distant cousin and ‘arrived mld—N.ovember. News traveled fast

around the camp that a letter had arrived. Neatly twenty peo-’

ple pushed inside her shack to hear the news from Lithuania.

‘Mrs. Rimas hadn’t returned from the ration line. We waited.
Andrius arrived. He squeezed in next to me. He produced

. stolen crackers from his pockets for everyone We tried to, .

!

\

I&{,

keep our voices down, but excitement percolated through the
packed crowd. o
I turned, accidentally elbowmg Andrlus ‘Sorry,” I said

He nodded.

“How are you> I asked.
“Fme, he rephed The bald man entered the shack and

complained there was no room. People pushed forward. I was

smashed against the front of Andrius’s coat.
“How’s your mother?” I asked, glancing up at him.

“As well as can be expected,” he said.

“What do they have you doing these days?” My chin was

practically against h15 chest.

Choppmg down trees in the forest.” He shifted h1s welght, -

looking down at me. “You?” he asked. T could feela wisp of his

breath os the top of my hair.
| “Hauling bags of grain,” I said. He nodded.

- The envelope was handed around. Some people kissed it. It
came to us. Andrius ran his finger over the Lithuanian stamp
and postmark, ‘ ‘ |

“Have you written to anyohe?” I asked Andrius.
' He shook his head. “We're not sure it’s safe yet,” he sald
Mirs. Rimas arrived. The group tried to part, but it Was t0o

crowded. I was shoved onto Ar‘}dr;us again. He grabbed me,

trying to keep us from pushing the crowd like a line of domi-

\

noes. We steadied ourselves. He quickly let go.

Mis. Rimas said a prayer before opening the envelope. As-

expected, some lines of the letter were crossed out with tthk

black ink. But eneugh was legible.

'
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Mirs. Rimas. “That has to be my husband,” she cried. “He was
born in Jonava. He’s alive!” The women hugged. ", - )
“Keep readinig!” yelled the bald man. '

“He said that he and some fnends decided to visit a sum-
” said Ms. leas

mer camp,

“He finds it to be beautlful *” she- contmued “Tust as

descrlbed in Psalm 102.”
“Someone get their Bible. Look up Psalm 102,” said Miss

- Grybas. “There’s some sort of message in that.”

We helped decode the rest of the letter Wn:h Mrs. Rimas. -
Someone Joked that the crowd ‘was better than a stove for -

Warmth I stole gIances at Andnus His bone structure and .

eyes were strong, perfectly proportioned. It appeared he was

able to: shave from time to time. His skin Was wind-burned .

 like thé rest of us; but his lips weren’t thin or cracked like the
NKVD. His wavy brown hair was clean-compared with mine.
He looked down. I looked away. I couldn’t imagine how filthy
I'must have looked, or what he saw in my hair.”
bjon\as returned with Mother’s Bible.
“Hurry!” someone said. “Psalm 102.”
“T have it,” said Jonas.

: “Shh, let him read.”

Hezzr my prayet, O Lord, and let my cry come e unto t/Jee
“Hide not thy face from me in the day when I am in
trouble, incline thine ear unto me: in the dzzy when Lcall,

answer me speedily.

188 Ruta Sepetys

I have had two letters from our friend in Jonava,” read

For my days are consumed like smoke, and my éoney

are burned as a ﬁrebmnd = ‘ !
“My heart is stricken, and wzt/aered like gmss, I forget

to eat my bread.
“By reason of the voice of my groczmng, my bones cleave

to my flesh . . . : \

Someone gasped Jonas’s voice trallcd off. 1 clutched
 Andriuss arm.

“Keep going, ’ said Mis. Rimas. She wrung her hands.

The wind whistled and the walls of the hut shuddered.
]onas s voice grew faint.

'

| T am like 4 pelican of the wzldemm I am lz/ee an owl in -

the desert.
“T watch; and am as a sparrow alone upon the

1

bometop
“Mine enemies reproac/a me all the a’ay, and they that

v are mad Aagainst me are sWOTN AGAINSE Me. '
 “Forl have eaten ashes like bread, and. mzngled my

drink with weeping. |
| ‘iMy days are like a shadow that declmet/a ﬂna’ Tam .

withered like grass.”

SO o
head against his coat. “Please.” But he didn’t stop.-

. roof.

- “Make him stop,” 1 Whispe.réd‘to Andrius, ’dropp.i_ng my

 Jonas finally finished. A gust of W‘md clattered against the
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“Amen;” said Mrs. Rimas.
“Amen,” eehoed the others.
“He’s starvmg, > 1 sa1d

“So what? We're starving. I'm. withered hke grass, t00,” said

- the bald man. “He’s no worse off than me.”

" “He’s alive,” said: Andrius quretly
I looked up at him. Of course. He wished his father was

“alive, even if he was starving.

“Yes, Andrius is right,” said Mother. “He’s alive! And your

‘cousin has probably sent him Word that you're alive, too!”

‘Mrs. Rimas read the letter. agam Some people left the

shack. Andrius was one of them. Jonas followed.
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IT HAPPENED A WEEK later Mother sard she had seen

51gns I saw nothing. .

Miss Grybas waved frantrcally to me. She was tryrng to

run through the snow. !

“Lina, you must hurry! It Jonas,” she whlspered
Mother said she had noticed that his color had turned.

Everyone s color had turned. Gray had crept beneath our skin,

settling in dark trenches-under our eyes. .
Kretzsky wouldn’t let me leave my work. ° Please, I begged
“Jonas is sick.” Couldn t he help, just this once? - ‘
He pointed back to the stack of grain sacks The com-

maﬁder walked around, yelhng and krckmg at us to huiry.

A snowstorm was coming. “Davail” yelled Kretzsky.
By the time I returned to our shack, Mother was already there.

Jonas was lying-on her pallet of straw, nearly unconscious.
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What isit?” 1 asked kneeling beside her.

“I don’t know.” She pulled up Jonas’s pant leg Hrs shin
was covered in spots. “It may be some sort of infection. He has
a fever,” she said, putting her hand on my brother’ s forehead.
“Did you notice how irritable and tired he has become?” .

-“Honestly, no. We're all irritable and tired,” I said. I looked
at ]onas How could I not have noticed? Sores lined his bottom
hp, and his gums looked purple Red spots dotted his hands
and fingers.

“Lina, go get our bread rations. Your brother will need
nourishment to fight this off. And see if you can find Ms.

eras

I fought my way through the swirling snow in the dark,

“the wind stabbing atimy face. Thé NKVD wouldn’t give

me three rations. Because Jonas collapsed on the job, they

said, he had forfeited his ration. I tried to explain that he
was ill. They waved me’ away.

Mrs. Rimas didn’t know what it was, nor Miss Grybas.

* Jonas seemed to slip further from conscrousness

The bald man arrived. He loomed over ]onas “Ts it con-
tagious? Does anyone else have spots? The boy could be the
angel of death for us all. A girl died of dysentery a few days
ago. Maybe that’s what it is. I think they threw her in that
hole you dug,” he said. Mother ordered him out.of the shack.

Ulyushka yelled at us to take Jonas outside in the snow.

Mother yelled back ‘and told her to sleep somewhere else if

she was worried about contagion. Ulyushka stomped -out. I -

sat next to ]onas, holding a snow-cooled cloth to his fore-
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head Mother knelt down and spoke softly, krssmg his face

. and hands.

“Not mychildren,” Whrspered Mother “Please, God spare

him. He is so young. He’s seen so little of life. Please . . . take

me instead.” Mother rarsed her head. Her face contorted Wlth

parn “Kostas?” . .
It was late when the man who Wound his watch arrived .

Wrth a kerosene lamp. “Scurvy,” he announced after looking

at Jonas’s gums “It’s advanced. His teeth are turning blue.

Don'’t worty; it's not contagious. But you d best find this boy

something with vitamins before his organs shuit down com- |

pletely He’s malnourished. He could turn at any point.”
My brother was a rendeting from Psalm 102, “weak and

Wﬁhered hke grass » Mother rushed out into the snow.to beg,

, leavrng me with Jonas. I laid compresses on his forehead. I,

tucked the stone from Andrius under his hand and told him

 that the sparkles. inside would. heal him. I recounted stories

from our childhood and descrrbed our house, room by room.

I took Mother’s Bible and prayed for God to spare my- brother.

My worry made me nauseous. I grabbed my paper and began :

to sketch something for Jonas, something that would make
him feel better. T had started 2 drawing of his bedroom when

)
Andnus arrived.

“How long has he been like this?” he said, kneehng by
]onas

“Since this afternoon,” I replied. L

“Can he hear me?”

“I don’t know;ff 1 said.
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“Jonas. You're going to be all right. We just need to*find

you something to eat and drink. Hang on, friend, do you hear
me?” Jonas lay motionless. -

Andrius took a cloth bundle from inside his coat. He

. unwrapped a small silver can and pulled a pocketknife from

his pants. He punctured the top of the can.
© “What is it?” I asked: |
“He has to eat this,” said Andrrus, leanlng toward my
brother’s face. “Jonas, if you'can hear me, open your mouth.”

Jonas didn’t move.

“Jonas,” I'said. ¢ Open your mouth We have somethmg

.that’s going to help you.”

His lips parted. .
“Thats good,” said Andrius, He dlpped the blade of the

knife into the can. It reappeared with a juicy stewed tomato

on it. The back of my jawé cramped. Toma:toes. I began to

salivate. As soon as the tomato touched Jonas’s mouth, his lips.

began to quiver. “Yes, chew it and swallow;” said Andrius. He
turned to me. “Do you have any water?” -
“Yes, rainwater,” I said. o
: “Give it to him;” said Andrius. “He has to eat all of this.”
I eyed the can of tom’atoe's" Juice spilled off of Andrius’s
knife and onto his fingers. “Where did you get them?” T asked.

He looked at me, disgusted. “I got them at the corner mar-

ket. Haven’t you been there?” He stared, then turned away.

“Where do you think T got them? I stole them.” He heaped the

last of the tomatoes into fy brother’s mouth. Jonas drank the

juice from the can. Andrius wiped the blade and juice from his ‘

'Ruta,Sepetj} ,

‘ﬁngers or1 his trousers.v I felt rrly body surge forward toward -

- the juice. - o : - L

Mother arrived with one of the Siberian shoemakers Snow™ . S

was piled atop their heads and shoulders. The woman ran a

-to my brother, speaking quickly in Russian.

“T tried to explain what was wrong,” said Mother, “but she

insisted on seeing for herself ”

“Andrius brought a can of tomatoes. He fed them to ]onas,
Isaid.
“Tomatoes?” gasped Mother. “Oh, thank you! Thank you,

.dear, and please thank’ your mother for me.”

The Siberian woman began speaking to Mother.
“There’s a tea she think; will heal him,” translated Andrius.
“She’s asking your mother to help her collect the ingredients.”
I nodded. } . .

“Andrius, could you stay a bit longerP asked Mother. “I
know Jonas would feel so much better with- you here. Lma,
boil some water for the tea. Mother leaned over my brother.
“]onas, I'll be rrght back, darhng T'm going for a tea that erl

help you
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o 1‘ATV IN SILENCE. Andrius stared at my brother, his-
sts clenched. What was he thinking? Was he mad that Jona
S

sick? :
was sick? Was he mad that his mother was sleeping with the

« . 3
Andrius.”

’ He didn’t look at me.

WA L ¥e - (
Andrius, I'mi a complete idiot.”
Alvae turned his head.

“You're so ‘good. to us, and P ...

. : to us, and T’ m just an idi '
o 0 us, I'm ... I'm just an idiot.” I
. "He said hqthing. '

«I . I ' -
. f)um.ped toa concl.us‘lon.' T'was stupid. I'm sorry I accused
. youofspying I've felt horrible.” He remained silentl‘Aﬁdri 27
snt. us?

“Oks 5. » . : ‘
Dkay, you're sorry, he said. He looked back to my brother
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“And . ..I'm sorry about your mother!” I blurted:: .

I grabbed my writing tablet. I sat down to finish the draw-
ing of Jonas’s room. At first, T was conscious of the silence.
It hung heavy, awkward. As I contir}\ied to sketch, I slipped
into my dtawing. 1 became absorbed with capturing the folds.
of the blanket perfectly, softly. The desk and the books had’
to be just right. Jonas loved his desk and his books. I loved
books. How I missed my books. : -

1 beld my schoolbag, protecting the books, T couldn’t let it slap

and bang in the usual way. After all, Edvard Munch was in

my bag. I had waited nearly t@o months for my seacher to

' receive the books. They had finally arrived, from Oslo.

I knew my parents wéula’n’é appreciate Munch or-his
style. Some called it “degenerate art. > But as soon as I saw
_photos of Anxiety, Despair, and 'I\'hc Scream, I had to
see more. His works wrenched and distorted, as if, ‘painted
thrbug/a'neurosis. I was fa:cinated. |

I opened our front door. I saw the solitary envelope and.
raced toward the foyer table. I vore it open.

Dear Lina, 4
Happy New Year. I'm sorry I haven't written. Now that
the Christmas holiday is passed, lzfe séems on a more serious
course. Mother and Father have been arguing. Father is
- constantly ill-tempered and rarely sleeps. He pac?s the house
through all bours of the night and comes home at lunchtime
to get vhe mail. He's-boxed up most of his books,. saying they |
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 take up too muc/J space. He even trzed to box up some of my
medical books. Has he gone mad ? T/amgs have c/nmged since
the annexation.
Lzmz, please a’mw a pzcture of t/ye cottage in Nm’a for me.
The warm and mnny memories of the summer will help push
. me through the cold to spring. |
Please send me your news and lét me know wbere your
thoughts and drawings take you these days. ‘
 Your loving couszn,
]oamz

~

“He told me about his ai;plane,”:said Andrius, pointing over

. my shoulder to the drawing. I had forgotten he was there.

T nodded. “He loves them.”
“Can I see?”

“Sure,” I said, handing him my tablet.

“It’s good,” said Andrius. Hi$ thumb was pressed against -

the edge of the tablet. “Can I look at the others?”

“Yes,” I said, thankful there were only a few sketches I

" hadn’t yet torn from the pad

- Andrius turned the page. L took the compress from Jonas’s

head and went to cool it in-the snow. When I returned, Andrius

was lookmg ata plcture I had drawn of hlm It was from the

day Mrs. Rimas received the letter - b
“It’s a strange angle,” he said, laughing quietly.

Isat down. “You're taller than me. That’s how I sa‘W“i.t. And

we were all packed pretty tight.”

“So, you had a good angle of ty nostrils,” he said.

Ruta Se}eg;y: \'

“Well I was lookmg up at you. Th1s angle Would be differ-

ent;” T said, observing him.

He turned to me.

“See, you  look d1fferent from this pcrspectlve, "1 said.
“Better or worse?” heasked. S
Mother and the Siberian woman returned.

“Thank you, Andrius,” said Mother.

He nodded. He leaned over and Whlspered somethmg to

Jonas. He left. - - _ R
We steeped the Jeaves in the water I had boiled. Jonas

. drank it. Mother stayed ‘propped at his side. I lay down but.

couldn’t sléép. Each time I closed my eyes, I saw the péinting

of The Scream in my head, ‘but the face was my face.

il
h

i T
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IT TOOK‘T\W'O WEEKS for Jonas to improve. His legs trem-

bled when he walked. His voice was barely more than a whis- -

per. In the m‘eant"ime,,MOthe.r and I became weaker. We had
to split our two bread rations to feed Jonas. At first, when we
asked, people contributed a portion of what they had. But as
the cold crept deeper irito our shacks, it began to chill generos-
ity. One day; I saw Miss Grybas turn her back and shove her

- entire bread ration into her mouth the moment it was handed

to her. I couldn’t blame her. I had often thought of doing the

. same thing. Mother and I didn’t ask for contributions after
that. . '

Despite our pleadings, the NKVD refused to give us food |

for Jonas. Mother even tried speaking to the commander. He
laughed at her. He said something that upset her for days. We
had nothing left to sell. We had bartered practically every-
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thing we owned with the Altaians for warm clothing, The/

lining of Mother’s coat hung thin, like fluttering cheesecloth. -

" Theé approach of Chrlstmas bolstered spirits. We gath—
ered in each other’s shacks to reminisce about the holidays
in thhuama We talked endlessly about Kucios, our Christmas
Eve‘celebrauon. It was decided that Kucios would be helc_l in

the bald man’s shack: He grudgingly agreed.

We closed our eyes when listening to the descriptions of -

the twelve delicious dishes representmg the twelve apostles.

A People rocked back and forth, nodding. Mother talked of the
delicious poppy seed soup and cranberry pudding: Mis. Rimas

cried at the 'rriention of the wafer and the traditional Christmas
blessing, * ‘God grant that we are all together again next year.”
The guards warmed themselves with drink after Work

They often forgot'to check on us or didn’t want to venture out

" into the biting, frosty winds. We gathered each nlght to hear
- about someone’s holiday celebration: We grew to know- each

other throtgh our longings and cherished memories. Mother -

insisted that we invite the grouchy woman to our meetings.
She said that just because she had signed didn’t‘n‘lean'she
wasn’t homesick. Snow fell and the temperatures plummeted
but work and the cold felt tolerable. We had something to look

forward to—a small r1tual that brought relief to our gray days

-~ and dark nights.

I had begun to steal logs to keep the stove ﬁred Mother

constantly worried, but I assured her I was careful and that the

NKVD were too lazy to come out into the cold. One night,
‘I left the bald man’s shack to geta log for the stove I crept
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‘around hls shack. T heard movement and froze. Someone

was standing in the shadows. Was it Kretzsky? My heart
stopped . . . Was it the, commandcr>

“It’s just me, Lma

I heard Andrius’s voice in the darkness. He struck a match
and lit a cigarette, briefly illuminating his face.

“You scared me,” I said. Why are you standmg out here?

“I listen from out here.” '

“Why don’t you come inside? It’s freezmg, I said.

“They Wouldnt want me mside Its not fair. EveLyone is

50 hungry
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“That's not true. We d be happy to have you. Were Just |

talklng about Christmas.”

" “T know. I've heatd. My mother. begs me to brmg her thc ‘

. stories each night.”

- “Really? If I'hear about cranbcrry pudding one more time,
I'll go crazy,” 1 said, smiling. “I just need to get some wood.”
. “You mean steal some?” he said. ’
. “Well, yes, I guess,” I said.
He shook his head, chuckhng “You're really not scared are
you?”
“No,” I said. “I'm-cold.” He laughcd
“Do you want to walk with me?” I asked.

“Nah I better get back,” he sald “Be careful. Good mght

Three days later Mrs.. Arvydas and Andrius arrived with

a bottle of vodka. The crowd fell silent when they walked

through the door. Mrs. Arvydas-wore stockings. Her hair was -

clean and curled Andrius looked down. He stuffed his hands

“Ruta Sepetys .
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in his pockets. I dxdnt care that she wore a clean dress and
wasn’t hungry. No one wanted to trade places with her.

 “A toast,” ’ said Mother, lifting the bottle of Vodka to Mrs
Arvydas. “To good friends.”

Mis. Arvydas smiled and nodded. Mother. took a small s1p

from the bottle and then shimmied at the hips, delighted. We -

all joined in, taking small sips and laughing together, savor-
1ng the moment. Andrius leaned back against the wall, watch- -
ing us and grinning, , . '

. 'That night, T fantasized about Papa )ommg us for thc g
hohday I 1mag1ned him trudgmg through the falling snow
toward Altai, artiving in time for Christmas with my hand-
kerchief in his bréast pocket. Hurry, Papa, 1 urged. Plezzse hurry,

- “Don worry, Lzmz, he’ll be bere soon, mzd Mother. Hes
gettzng the bay Jor the table.”
I stood.at the window, loo_/emg out into the snow.

Jonas helped Mother in the dining room. “So-we’ll have
twelve courses tomorrow. We'll be eating all day.” He
smacked his lips. - o

Mot/aer :mootbed the white mé/eclot/z over the dining |
room table. . :

“Can I sit next to Grandma?” asked Jonas.

Papa’s dark silhouette emerged on the street before I could

protest and argue thar [ wanted to sit next to Grandma.
“He's coming!” I shouted. I grabbed my coat, I ran down
the ﬁonflvteps and'stood in the middle of the sireet. The small
- dark figure grew taller as it approached through the low light
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of dusk Lmelz’ the curtain of falling snow. A tz’h/elzfng of ééll;*
. from a horse’s /mmesx Sloated from the street over.
1 heard his voice before I could make out his face. Now, '
- what sort of sensible girl stands in t/ye middle of the roaa’

when it’s mowzng’ i
“Only one whose ﬁzt/ﬂer is late,” teased,

- Papa’s face appeared, frosty and red. He carrzed a small
bund/e of hay.

m not lzzte, be said, putting hzx arm around me.
rngt on time.”

Ruta Se'p"etyx

CHRISTMAS EVE ARRIVED. I worked all day choppmg '
Wood Moisture from my nose froze, encrusted around .my
nostnls. I kept my mind busy trying to remember details about
each Christmas at home. No one swallowed their bread ration
| in line that night. We greeted each other kindly and made our
way back to our shacks. Jonas looked somewhat like himself
again. We washed our hair in melted snow and scrubbed at our
fingernails. Mother pinned her hair up and dotted hpsthk on
her lips. She rubbed a bit of the red into my cheeks for color. .
“It’s not perfect, but we do the best we can,” said Mother,
adjusting our clothes and hair. | J
“Get the family picture, Sald Jonas.
The others had the same idea. Photographs of famlhes
" and loved ones were plentiful in the bald man’s shack. I saw

a ph'o'torn'of Mrs. Rimas and her husband. He was short, like
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her She was laughlng in the photo She looked $O deferent

."strong Now she drooped like someone had sucked air ot of -

her. The bald man was partlcularly qu1et ‘
. We sat on the floor as if around a table. There was a Wh1te

cloth in the center with hay. and fir boughs in front of each per-

- son. One spot was left empty. A stub of tallow burned in front
| of it. thhuaman tradition called for an empty place to be left
- at the table for. family members who were gone or deceased.

. People placed photographs of their family and friends around

- the empty seat.I gently set’ ‘our famlly photo at the empty
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- setting.

T ook« out the bundle of food T had been savmg and placed

it on the. table Some: people had small surprises—a potato ‘
they had saved or something they had pllfeled The grouchy

woman displayed some biscuits she- must have bought in the

v1llage Mother thanked her and made afuss. . .

“The. Arvydas boy and his mother sent, this,” said the bald

man. “Por after dinner.” He tossed somethmg out. It landed
with a thud. People gasped. I couldn’t believe it. I was $0
shocked. I started to laugh. It was chocolate. Real chocolate!

" And the bald man hadn’t eaten it.

~ Jonas Whooped

“Shh.. .. Jonas. Not too loud, said Mother She looked
-at the- package on, the table. * Chocolate' How Wonderful

Our cup runneth over.”

“The bald man put the bottle of vodka on the table

“Now, you know better, scolded Miss Grybas “Not for ,

Kuc1os
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How the hell should I knowP snapped the bald man.
Maybe after dinner.” Mother winked.

*“T don’t want' any part of it,” sald the bald man. “Im '

]ew1sh 7

. Everyone looked up

" “But...Mr. Stalas, why didn’t you tell us> ” asked Mother.

“Because it’s none of your business,” he snapped.

“But for days we've been meetmg about Christmas. And
you ve been so kind to let us use your hut. If you had told us,
we could have included a Hanukkah celebration,” said Mother.

“Don’t assume T haven'’t celebrated the Maccabees, said

the bald man, pomtmg his ﬁnger T just don’t blather on about

" it like you fools.” The room fell quiet. “T don’t wax on about

my worship. It’s personal. ‘And honestly, poppy seed soup,
bah.”

*People shifted uncomfortably. Jonas /started to laugh. He

hated poppy sced soup. The bald man )omed in. Soon we were |
 all laughing hysterically.

We sat for hours at our meal and miakeshift table. We sang

* songs and carols. After much pressing, Mother persuaded the
bald man to recite the Hebrew prayer Ma'oz Tzur. His voice

lacked its usuial pmched tone. He: closed his eyes. The Words
quivered with emotion.

I stared at our family picture, sitting at the empty seat. We

had always spent Chnstmas at home, with bells tinkling in the

. streets, and warm smells wafting from the kitchen. 1 pictured -

the dining room dark, the chandelier laced i i cobwebs, and -

the table covered in a fine layer of dust. I thought of Papa.

'
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What was he dorng for Christmas? Did he have a tiny piece of
‘chocolate to melt on his tongue?

The door to the shack blew open. The NKVD pushed

: 1ns1de, pointing guns at us.

“Davai!” yelled a guard, grabbing the man who wound his.
watch. People began to protest.

“Please, it’s Christmas Eve,” pleaded Mother. “Don’t try to
make us sign on Christmas Eve.”

The guards yelled and began pushing people out of the
shack. I wasn’t leaving without Papa. I scrambled over to the
other side of the table. I grabbed our farnily photo and stuffed .
it up my dress. I would hide it on the way to the kolkhoz office.
Kretzsky didn’t notice. He stood motronless, holdrng his rifle,

- staring at all the photographs
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THEY WORKED US hard on Christmas Day. I stumbled
from fatigue, having had no sleep the night before. When I

" returned tothe shack, I could barely walk.-Mother had given . ‘

'Ulyushka a Whole package of cigdrettes for Christmas. She
sat, with her feet propped up near the stove, smokrng Where,

had Mother gotten the crgaréttes? I couldn’t understand why

Mother gave anythrng to Ulyushka.
Jonas arrived with Andrius. -
“Merry Christmas,” he said.
“Thank you for the chocolate,” said Mother “We were

v

besrde ourselves

“Andrrus walt a rnrnute, sard ]onas “I have somethrng

for you”

~.“T have somethmg for you, t00,” I said. I reached into my .

suitcase and pulled out a sheet of paper. I handed i it to Andrrus

209




. 2I0

I finally said.

“It’s not very good,” I said, “but it’s a better angle Smaller
nostrils.” ’

“It’s great,” saidendrius, looking at my drawing.

“Really?” © : - | -

His eyes ﬂashed up, lockmg on mine. “Thank you.”

T opened my mouth. Nothing came out. Merry Chrrstmas,

“Here,” said Jonas, holdlng out his hand. “It was yours, then

you gave it to Lina. She gave it to me when I was sick. I survived,.

so I figure it must be pretty lucky. I think it’s your turn to have

it.” Jonas opened his fingers to reveal the stone with the sparkles .

inside. He handed it to Andrrus
“Thanks. I guess this thrng is 1ucky, sard Andrrus, looking
at the stone. } :
" “Merry Christmas,” said Jonas. “And thanks for the tomatoes.”
' “T’Il walk back W‘ith‘youi,”, said Mother. “T'd like to wish
your mother a- Mérry Chv_ristmas‘, if she can steal away for a
moment.”
Jonas and I lay.on our straw, bundled in our coats and boots.
“Remember when we used to sleep in pajamas?” asked Jonas.

“Yes, with goose-down covers, > I said. My body sank into

the straw and into the quiet. I felt the chill of the hard ground

~ slowly creeping onto my back and up over my shoulders.

“I hiope Papa has a goose-down blanket tonight,” éaid Jonas.
“Me, t00,” I said. “Merry Christmas, Jonas.”

“Merry Christmas, Lina”

“Merry Christmas, Papa,” I Whisperéd.
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“LINA!” SAID ANDRIUS, running into-our shack. “Hrlrry,
they’re coming for you.” ‘

“Who?” I asked, startled. I had jrist returned from work.

“The commander and Kretzsky are on their way now.”

“What? Why?” gasped Mother.

T thought of the stolen ink pen, hidden in my suitcase.
“Its...I...stolea pen,” Isaid. : ,

“You drd what?” said Mother. “How could you be so fool-
ish! Stealing from the NKVD?”

“It’s not abouta pen,” said Andrius. “The commander wants,
you to draw his portrait.” | | :

I stopped and turned to Andrius. What?” .

“He’s an egomanlac, " said Andrius. “He went on about
needing a portrart for the kolkhoz office, a portrart for hrs‘

wife—" o _ . L
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“His wife?” said Jonas.

“T can’t do it,” I said. “T can’t concentrate around h1m 71

looked at Andrius. “He makes. me uncomfortable 7
“T'm going with you,” said Mother.
“He won’t allow it,” said Andrius.
“T'll break my hands if I have to. I'can’t do it,” I;said.
“Lina, you will do nothing of the sort,” said Mothetr.
“If you break your hands, § you won’t be able to work,” said
Andrlus “And if you can’t work, you'll starve to death.”
“Do they know she has other drawings?” Jonas sard qui-
etly Andrius shook his head. A
“Lina.” Andrius lowered his voice. “You have to make the
pictute . . . flattering.” S :
“You're telhng me how to draw?” I said.. | .
He sighed. “T hke your drawings. Some are very reahstrc,
but some, they’re, well, twisted.”
“But I draw what I see,” I said.
' “You know what I mean;’ sard Andrius,

“Arid what am I going to get for this?” I asked “Im not

‘ dolng this for a piece of bread or a couple of bent crgarettes

" We argued about what to ask for. Mother wanted post-
age stamps and seeds. ]onas wanted potatoes. I wanted our
‘own shack and a goose—down blanket. I thought about What
Andrius said and struggled to decrde what was “flattering.”
Broad shoulders would signify power. His head turned

slightly would accentuate his strong jawline. The unrform

‘would be easy. I could draW it very accurately It was his

face that concerned me. . When I jmagined sketching 'the

i

t

\

commander, I had no problem, unril I got to his head. My
mind saw a clean and pressed tniform, with a nest of wicked
snakes sprouting out. of his neck, or a skull with hollow black
eyes, érno‘king a cigarette. The impressions were stfong. I
longed to draw them. I heeded to draw them. But I couldn’t,

not in front of the commander.

Vo
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R hands on the ﬁre

A umform with blue piping. A black pullover strap cradled his
prstol holder. I tried to make note quickly so I wouldn’t have

' A .‘  the uniform.-And of course, the ever-present toothpick danced
I : _back and forth from each side of his mouth. -

” | T dragged a chair near his’ desk and sat, motioning for the
commander to be seated. He pulled his chair out and sat down
in front of me, his knees nearly touching mine. I moved my
chair back, ptetending T was searchmg for the right angle

‘ | 2 ,~“Coat, he said.

214

g ‘FA' FIRE CRACI(tED in the kolkhoz office. The room smelled B

i o of burning timber. I took off my mittens and warmed my

s | The commander marched in. He wore a spotless green

" to look at him. Blue pants, a blue hat with a raspberry band
- above the brim. Two shiny gold medals hung on the leftside of

"I looked up at him.

“Take it off”

1 didn’t move.

He nodded his deep-set eyes: glarrng through me. He
Wrapped his tongue around the toothplck switling it from side
toside.

I shook my head and rubbed my arms. “Cold,” I sard

The commander rolled his eyes.

~ T'took a deep breath and looked up at the commander He

stared at me.

“How old. are youP he asked, his eyes runnrng over my
body. ‘ '

It started. Snakes slithered out of his collar and Wrapped
themselves around his face, hissing at me. I blinked. A gray

skull sat on his neck, its jaws ﬂapprng, laughing. I - -
I rubbed my eyes. There are no snakes. Don’t draw the:
snakes. I now knew how Edvard Munch felt. Paunt itas you

see it,” he had said dunng his lifetime. “Even if if’s a sunny-

day but you see darkness and shadows. Paint i it as you see it.” I

blinked again. I can’t, I thought I can’t draw i 1t as I see it

“I don’t understand I lied. I motroned for hrm to turn hls

head to the left.

I drew a loose outline. I'd have to start with the uniform. I

couldn t look at his face. I tried to work quickly. I didn't want
to spend a minute longer, than necessary near the man. Srttrng
in front of him felt like a shiver that would never go away.

" How can I do this in an hour? Focus, Lina. No snakes.

"The commander was not a good sitter. He insisted on
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frequent breaks to smoke. I found I cbuld get him to sit lon-

ger if I showed him my progress from time to time. He was

enchanted with himself, lost in his own ego.

After another fifteen minutes, the commander.wanted a

break. He reclaimed his toothpick from the desk and walked
“outside. » :

' Ilooked at the drawing, He looked p-owerful, strong,

'The commander returned. He had Kretzsky with him.
He snapped the pad from rhy hands. He showed it to Kretzsky, ;
swatting him on the shoulder with the back of his hand.

. Kretzsky’s face was turned to the drawing, but I could
feel he was staring at me. The commander said sornething to
Kretzsky. He replied. Kretzsky’s speaking voice was very dif-
ferent from his commands. His tone was calm, young I kept
my head down.

The commander handed the pad back to me. He cir- .
cled me, his black -boot§ taking slow, even steps around my
chair. He looked at my face and then barked a command at
Kretzsky.”

I'started sketching his hat. That was the last piece. Kretzsky

returned and handed the commander a file. Komorov opened

the file and flipped through papers. He looked at'me. What
did it say in that file? What d1d he know about us? Did it say
somethrng about Papa? -

. I began sketching furiously. Hurry, davar, I told myself

The commander began asking questlons I could understand
bits and pieces.

N i

“Been drawing since child?”

‘ Why did he want to knovl‘v.? I.nodded, miotioning for him.

. to turn his head slightly. He :obliged and posed.

“What you like to draw?” he asked.
* Was he making conversation with me? I shrugged. :

“Who is favorite artist?”
"1 stopped and looked up. Munch I told h1m

“Munch, hmm.” He nodded. “Don’t know Munch” -
The red stripe above his brim needed more detail. I didn’t.

want to spend the time. I just shaded it all in quickly. I care-

| fully tore the sheet from the pad I handed-the paper to the

commandet.

He dropped‘the file on the. desk and grabbed the portrart

- He walked around the office, admlrrng himself:

I stared at the file,
Tt was just sitting there, lyrng on the desk. There had to be

* something about Papa in that file, somethrng that could help

¥

me get a drawing to him.
The commander gave Kretzsky an order. Bread He told

' Kretzsky to give me bread T was supposed to get more than

) bread. -

The cornmander left the room. I began to protest.

Kretzsky pointed to the front door. “Davai!” he yelled
waving for me to leave. I saw ]onas waiting outside.

“But—" I'started..

Kretzsky shouted something and exited behind the desk

Jonas opened the door and peeked in. “He told us to go to |

the kitchen door. I heard him. We can get our bread th_ere,.
he Whispered.: _ L

!
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“But we'te supposed to get potatoes,” I argued. The com=

.mander was a liar. I should have drawn the snakes. I turned to

pick up my drawing pad. I saw the file on the desk.

“C’'mon, Lina, I'm hungry,” said Jonas.

“Okay, I said, pretendmg to gather my paper. I grabbed -

. the file and shoved it in my coat.

“Yes, let’s go,” 1 said, rushing through the door. Jonas had

no 1dea What I had done.

Ruta Sepetys
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WE, WALKED TO the NKVD barrabks. I felt-my heartbeat

thump in my ears. I tried to calm mysclf act normal. I looked

~over my shoulder. T saw Kretzsky exit the rear door of the kol-
" khoz office. He walked in the shadows to the barracks, his

long wool coat swaying around his feet. We waited in back

. near the kltchen, as instructed.

“He may not come,” I said, eager to run back to the'
shack. ‘

“He has to come,” said Jonas. “They owe us food for your
drawing.”

Kretzsky appeared at the back door A loaf of bread saxled
into the dirt. Couldn’t he hand the bread to us? Would that be
so difficult for him? I hated Kretzsky.

“C’'mon, Jonas. Let’s go,” I said. Suddenly, potatoes rock-- |

eted at us. I heard laughter from inside the kitphen.
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“Do-you have to throw them?” I said, moving toward the

dark doorway. The door closed.

up. .
- The door opened Atin can smacked agamst my forehead
I heard clapprng and felt a warm' drrpprng above my eye-
brow. Cans and garbage rained down around us. The NKVD
amused themselves by pelting helpless children with garbage..
They re drunk. Hurry, let’s go! Before they start shooting,”
I said, ot wanting to drop the file,
“Wait, some of it is food!” said ]onas, frantlcally collect—
ing thmgs off the ground. A sack flew out and hit Jonas in the

shoulder, knockmg hrm over. A cheer erupted from behind
the, door. - L

! ]o‘nas! I'ran to him. Something wet hit me in the face,
Kretzsky appeared at the door and said something, -
Hurry, said ]onas “He says we're steahng food and he’s
gorng to report us.” e
We scurried around, lrke hens ina yard craning our necks
for anythmg that touched the ground. I reached up to clear
the smelly slop from my eyes. Rotten potato peels I put my
- head down and ate thern, a
“Fasheest sveenya!” yelled Kretzsky He slammed the door.
. I gathered thmgs in my skirt, holdrng my-arm against my
coat and the file. I took all T could carry, even empty cans for
residue. The left side of my forehead throbbed.. I reached up
and felt a hrg, wet goose egg.

Andrrus emerged from the side of the burldmg He looked

“Look, there are several!” said Jonas, running to pick them -

around. “I see you got something for your drawing,” he said.
I'ignored him and quickly began snatching the potatoes

with my free hand. T stuffed them into my pockets and skrrt,

desperate to get each one.
Andrius moved to lift the sack T was straddhng He put his

hand on my shoulder ‘Don’t worry, ’ he said gently. “We'll get
itall” |
I looked up at him.
“You're bleeding.” o )
“It’s nothing. I'm fine,” I said, pulling potato rot from. my

hair.

Jonas scooped up’ the bread. Andrrus picked up the big.

sack.
“What s in thatP asked ]onas
“Flour,” said Andrius. “T'll carry it back for you.”
“Did you hurt your arm?” asked Andrius, Watchrng me

clutch my coat. . .
1 shook my head. - S
We trudged through the snow in silence. \
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“HURRY ]ONAS » I sald as soon as we werte a safe dlstance
from-the NKVD bulldmg Mother will be Worrled Run

! ahead and let her know we re okay

]onas ran toward our shack. I slowed my pace. “They’

have a file on us, ’ I'said, watching my brother shrink in the

- distance.

“They have files on everyone, " said Andnus He tossed the

. sack of flour up, readjustlng it on his shoulder.

“Maybe you could help me w1th something,” I said.
Andrius shodk his head, almost laughing, “I can’t steal a.
file, Lina. Thatjs a lot different from Wood or a can of toma--

* . . . . . »
toes. It’s one thing to getin the kitchen, but—

“T dont need you to take the file,” I said, stopping short of :

our shack

“What?’ Andnus »stopped
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“I don’t need you to steal the file” I looked around and °
+ opened my coat slightly. I already have it,” I whispered. “It

was on the ‘commander’svdesk. I need you to put it back once

Tve read it.”
Shock flooded Andrius’ s face. His head snapped from 51de
to side, to see if we were alone He pulled me behind a shack.
“What's. wrong with you! Do you want to get yourself killed?”
he whtspered '

“The bald man said it’s all in our files, where we were sent,

perhaps what hippened to the rest of our family. It’s all right
here.” T crouched down, letttng go of the | potatoes and other

items I had been carrymg. I reached into my coat.

“Lina, you can’t do this. Give me the file. I'm taking it

back.”.
Footéteps approached. Andrius stood in front of me’.‘.Some-
one passed - ' | |
He dropped the sack and reached for the file. I moved avvay
from him and opened it. My hands trembled. There were pho-
tos of our famﬂy, and papers attached to the folder, My: heart
sank. It was all in Russian. I turned to Andnus He grabbed
the file from my hand. -
Please, I begged. Tell me what it says
“Are you really that selfish? Or are you just. stupldp They ll
kill you and your famlly, he said.
*No.” T grabbed his arm. “Please, And11us It might help
me find my father. You heard him on the train. I can help
him find us. I can send him. my drawmgs. I just need to know

where heis. T. . . I know you can understand.”
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He stared at mie and then opened the ﬁle “I dont réad
Russran that well.” His eyes quickly scanned the papers
What does it say?”

Students at the Academy, he said, lookmg over hrs shoul-
d “This word is ‘artist.” That’s you. Your father,” he sald
puttmg his finger under a word. o
“Yes, what?” I said. » .
“Location.”
' T huddled near Andrius. ‘What does it-say?” -
“Krasnoyarsk. Prison.” :
Papas in Krasnoyarsk?” I rémembered drawrng Krasnoyarsk
" on the map for the NKVD,
“I think this word means ‘offense’ or charge he said,
porntmg to some writing. “It says your father is—7
“Is what?” -
“I don’t know thrs word,” whlspered Andrius. He snapped
the file shut and stuffed it in his coat.
“What else does it say?”
“That’s all it "says ?
“Can you find out what the word is? The one about Papa?”
“What if I get caught with this?” said Andrlus, suddenly
qu of anger.
What if he did get caught? What would they do to him?

He turned to walk away. I grabbed him. “Thank you, " I said.
Thank youso much”

He nodded, pulhng away from me.
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MOTHER WAS DELIGHTED with the food. We declded to
eat most of it 1rnmed1ate1y, just in case the NKVD tried to

"take it back. The canned sardmes were dehclous, well Worth

the tender gash on my head. Thelr 011 felt silky agamst my A‘

tongue.

- Mother gave Ulyushka a potato. She invited her to share -

" our meal. She knew Ulyushka was less hkely to report that we

had food if she ate somé herself. 1 hated that Mother shared

with Ulyushka She had tried to throw Jonas out, into the snow

when he was-sick. She didn’t think twice about stealing from

us. She never shared her food.. She ate egg after egg, right in
‘ front of us. Yet Mother insisted on’sharing with her.

I wortied about Andrius, hoping he was able to return the-

file unnoticed. And what was the Word that he had pointed

to, the one he thought was: offense or “charge”? 1 refused .
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to believe that Papa had done Sqmgthing wrong. I turned it -

over in iy head. Mrs. Raskunas worked at the university with
) ‘- ' '/ I .

Papa. She wasn’t deported. I saw her peeking out of her win-

dow the night we were taken away. So not everyone from the

university was deported. Why Papa? I wanted to tell Mother

that Papa was sent to Krasnoyarsk, but I couldn’t. She’d be too.
~ worried about him being in prison, and she’d be angry that I

- had stolen the file. She would also worry about Andnus havmg

it. I worried about Andnus
That nlght, I tore more drawings from my tablet and h1d
them with the others under my-suitcase lining. I had two
pages left. My pencil hovered around the edge of the paper. I
looked up. Mother and Jonas ;spoke quietly. I rolled the pen_cﬂ
between my fingers. I drew a collar. A snake began to draw
itself, coiling upward. I quickly scratched it out. ‘
" The next afternoon I saw Andrius on my way back from
work. I scanned his face for news of the file. He nodded. My
shoulders relaxed. He had returned it. But had he found the

, meaniﬁg of the word? I smiled at him. He shook his head, .

| annoyed, but kind of smiled, too.

I found a thin, flat piece of biréh and . brought it back
to our hut. At night; I decorated the edges with Lithuémian

embroidery patterns. I drew a picture of our house in Kaunas
“on it, along with other symbols of Lithuania. On the bottom

I wrote, “Deliver to K1asnoyarsk Prison. With love from Miss

Altai.” I included my scribble signature, along with the date.
“What am I supposed to do with. 1t>” asked the grouchy

woman when I approached her
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“Just give it to a Lithuanian you see in the village,” I
said. “Tell them to pass it on. It has to get to ‘Kras'ndyarsk.”

The: grouchy woman looked at my drawings of the
Lithuanian coat of arms, Trakai Castle, our patron saint,
Casimir, and the stork, the national bird of Lithuania. |

“Here,” I said, extendmg a tattered piece of clothlng bunched
in my hand. “Maybe one of your gitls can use this undersk1rt
I know it’s not much, bue—"

“Keep your slip,” said the grouchy woman, stlll lookmg at

my drawings. “T'll pass it along.”
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MARCH 22. MY SIXTE'ENTH birthday My forgotten
birthday. Mother and ]onas left the shack for work. Neither
acknowledged my birthday. What did I expect, a celebratronP

We barely had a scrap to eat. Mother traded what she could for o

stamps to mall letters to Papa. I wouldn’t say anything about

itto Mother ‘She would feel horrible for having forgotten. The

month before, I had reminded her it was Grahdma’s birthday.

. Shee felt guilty for days. After all how could she forget her own
miother’s birthday? : SN

T spent the day prlmg wood, imagining the party I'd have

rf we were still in Lithuanja. People in school would wish me a

happy birthday. Our family would dress in some of our finest

clothes Papa’s friend would take photographs We'd ¢ gotoan |

. expensive restaurant in Kaunas The' day would feel specral

different. Joana would send a present.

N

¥ thought of my last birthday. Papa was late coming to the’
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' restaurant. I told him I had received nothing from Joana. L

" noticed that he stiffened at the mention of my cousin. “She’s

probably just busy,” he had said. ,

-Stalin had,taken my home and my father. Now he had
taken my b_irthdsy. My feet dragged as I walked through the
snow after work. I stopped‘for. my ration. Jonas was in Ilihe. ‘

“Hurry!” he said. “Mrs. Rimas received a letter from
Lithuania. It’s a thick one!"’

“Today?” I asked. ,
“Yes!” he said. Hurry' Meet me at the bald man’s shack

The line moved slowly. I thought about the last time Mrs.

Rimas had received a letter. It was warm in her crowded shack.

I Wondered if Andrius would be there.

I got my ration and ran through the snow to the bald man’s N
- shack. Everyone huddled in a ball. I saw ]onas I walked up

behmd him.
“What did T miss?” I whispered.
“Just this,” he said.
“The crowd parted. I saw Mother.
“Happy birthday!” everyone yelled.
A lump bobbed in my throat. ‘
“Happy birthday, darlmg"’, said Mother, throwmg her arms

around me.

“Happy blrthday, Lrna, said ]onas “Did you thrnk we
forgot?” :

“Idid. 1 thought you forgot.”

“We didn’t forget said Mother Wrth a squeeze

I looked around for Andrius. He wasn’t thete.

- They sang a birthday song. We sat and ate out bread
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_ together. The man who wound his watch told fhe stoty of his
“sixteenth birthday. Ms. Rimas told of the buttercream frost-

- Jing she made for cakes. She stood and demonstrated how she’d

position the bowl on hér hip and whip the spatula. Frostmg. I
remembered the creamy consistency and sweetness. - ‘
" “We have a present for you,” said Jonas. ‘

“A present?” I asked.’

“Well, it’s not wrapped, but yes, it’s a present,” said Mother.

Mis. Rimas handed mea bundle It was a pad of paper and

_astubofa pencd

“Thank you! Where did you get it?” 1 asked
“We can’t tell our secrets,” said Mother. ¢ ‘ “The peipef is ruled;

_ butitsall we could find.” a

 “Oh, it’s wonderfull” I said. “It doesn’t matter that it has
“You'll draw straxghter ]onas stiled.
“You must draw something to remember you1 blrthday
This will be a unique one. Soon this will all be a memory,”
said Mother. L 4

“A memory, bah. Enough celebratlon Get out. Im tired,”

| complained the bald man.. B

“Thank you for hostmg my party,” I sald
He gnmaced and ﬂapped hls hands, pushmg us out the

' door

- We linked arms and started toward Ulyushkas I looked.

up at'the frosty gray sky. More snow was on the way.
“Lina.” Andnus stepped out from behind the bald- ‘man’s
shack

Mother and ]onas Waved and contmued on W1thout me.

N
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. “Happy birthday,” hesaid.
I moved toward him. “How did you know?”

“Jonas told me,

. The t1p of his nose was red. “You, can come" 1nsxde; you'
‘know, I told: him.

“T kaow.”
. “Have you figured out the word in the file?” I asked
“No, I.didnt come for that. I came . . to give you this.”

Andrius revealed something from behmd his back. It was

* wrapped in a cloth. ¢ ‘Happy birthday.”,

“You brought me somethmg? Thank you! I dont even know
When your birthday is.” '
I took the package. Andrlus turped to leave
“Wait. Sit down,” I said, motlomng toa log in front of a
shack. . .
We sat next to each other. Andrius’s brow creased with
uncertainty. I pulled the cloth back. I looked at him.
“I...Idon’t know what to say,” I stuttered.
“Say you like it.” ' _
_ “T do like it!” o ‘ | . !

Iloved it. Itlwas a book. Dickens.

.

“Its not The Pickwick Papers. That’s the one 1. smoked,,

right?” He laughed. “This one’s' Dombey and Son. It was the

. only Dickens I could find.” He blew into his gloved hands and

rubbed them together. His warm breath swirled like smoke in

 the cold air,

“It’s perfect I said. I opened- the book: It was printed in

‘Russian.

“S6 how you have to learn Russian or you won’t be able to.
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read your present,” he said.
T mocked a scowl. Where did you get it?”
He pulled in-a breath, shakmg his head.
“Uh-oh. Should we smoke it right away?”
“Maybe, he said. I tried to read a bit of it.” He faked a

: yawn

I laughed, “Well Dickens can be a little slow at ﬁrst

-1 stared at the book in my lap. The burgundy binding felt

smooth and tight. The title was etched deep in gold print. It
was beautlful a real present, the perfect present, Suddenly, it
felt like my birthday.

I looked at Andrlus “Thank you,” I 'said. T put my mmens
on his cheeks. I pulled his face to mine and kissed him. His

“nose.was cold. His lips were warm and his skin smelled clean.

My stomach fluttered. I pulled back, looking at his handsome

face, and tried to remember how to breathe. “Really, thark

you. It's a wonderful present.”
- Andrius sat on the log, stunned. I stood llp.
“It’s November twentieth,” he said.
C“What?”
“My blrthday ‘
“PIl remember that. Good night.” I turned and Walked
away. Snow began to fall.
“Don’t smoke it all at once,” I heard behmd me.

“I won't,” I called over my. shoulder, hugging my treasure:
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' followi‘ng days her posture improved and her voice carried a

f

. .. WE DUG THROUGH the snow and slosh for the sun to reach .

our little potato patch. The temperatures inched just above
freezing accotding to a thermometer outside the kolkhoz |
office. T could unbutton'my coat. - B .
Mother ran into the hut, her face flushed, gmppmg an' .
envelope. Her hand trembled. She ‘'had received a letter from

out ho'usekee‘per’s cousin, telling her through coded words that |

Papa was alive. She held me tlght, saymg “Yes” and “Thank

N
you” over and over.

The letter made no mennon of his location. I lool(ed at

the crease within her brow, newly carved since we had been

~ deported. It was unfair to keep it from her. I told Mother that |

I had seen the file and that Papa was in Krasnoyarsk Her first

reaction was of anger, shocked at the risk I took, but over the
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" pulling on my hat.

lilt of happiness. “He’ﬂl find us, Mother, he willl” I told her,
thinking of the piece of birch already en route to Papa. |

Activity increased in the camp. Deliveries came from

Moscow. Andrius said some contained boxes of ﬁles Guards

left. New ones arrived. I wished Kretzsky would leave. I hated

 the constant fear, wondering if he would throw something:at

me. He did not leave. I noticed he and Andrius spoke from

time to time. One day, while I walked to chop wood, trucks

 arrived with officers. I didn’t recognize them. Their uniforms

- had different coloring. They walked with a tight gait.

After being forced to draw the commander, 1 drew what—

ever I saw or felt. Some drawmgs, hke_Munch s, were full of

pain, others hopeful, longing. All were an accurate portrayal

and would certainly be considered anti-Soviet. At night I~

would read half a page of Dombey and Son. 1 labored over each

word. I constantly asked Mother to translate.

“It’s old, very proper Russiah,” said Mother. “If you Iearn'

to speak from this book, you’ll sound like a scholar.”
Andrius began to meet me in the ration line. I chopped 2

little harder, hoping ‘the day would move faster. I washed my

face at night in the snow. I tried to brush my teeth and comb

through my tangled hair,

“So, how many pages have- you smoked so far?” his voice

" whispered behind me.

“Almost ten,” I said over my shoulder

“You must be nearly fluent in Ru331an by now,” he teased,
[

“Peerestan,” | said, smiling.

Ruta S‘epety:

“Stop? Ah, very good. So you really did learn something.

What about this word—~#krasivaya?”
T turned around. “What does that mean?”
“You'll have to learn it, sald Andrlus R
“Okay,” I said. “I will”
( “Wlthout asking your mother, he sa1d Promlse?
el right,” T said. “Say it again.”
“Krasivaya. Really, you, have to leam it on your own.”

T will”

“We'll see,” he said, smiling as he Wall;ed away.
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IT WAS THE FIRST WARM DAY of spring. Andrlus met me

in the ration line. : o
“T got through two pages last nlght all by myself "
boasted, takmg my chunk of bread.

Andrius wasn’t smiling, ¢ Llna, he sald taking | my arm.

“Wh t? »

“Not here.” " We walked away from the line. Andrlus dldn t

speak He gently steered me behind a nearby shack.
“What is it?” I asked. |

He looked over his sh‘oulder; »
“What's going on?”

“They're moving people he wlnspered
-“The NKVD?” o ' :

S Yes” . - : .
“Where?” I asked. |
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“I don’t know yet.” The li'ght.that had bounced through
his eyes the day before had disappeared. » ‘
“Why are they rnovmg people? How did you find out?”
“Lina,” he said, holding on to my arm. His expression’
frightened me. '
 “What is it?”
‘He took my hand. “You're on the list.”
“What list?”
- “The list of people who are being moved. ]onas and your
mother are on it, too.” .
‘ “Do they know I took the file?” 1. asked. He shook his
head. “Who told you”’ ' ‘
“That’s all I know,” he said. He looked down HIS hand |

squeezed mine.

I looked at our clasped hands. Andrlus, I sa1d slowly, are

you on the list?”
‘He looked, up. He shook ‘his head.
I dropped his hand. I ran past the tattered shacks.

Mother. T had to tell Mother. Where were they taking | _

us? Was it because we hadn’t signed? Who else was on

the list?

“Lina, calm yourself! ” said Mother. “Slow down.”
“They're taking us away. Andrius said so,” I panted..
“Maybe were going home,” said Jonas. .
“Exactly!” said Mother. Maybe we're going someplace
better.” .
“Maybe we're going to be-with Papa,” sdid Jonas.

MAPS AND SNAKES




238

“Mother, we haven’t sighed. You didn’t see the look on

Andrius’s face,” I said. " ,
“Where is Andrius?” asked Jonas.
“Tdon’t know, I said. “He’s not on the list.” ,
Mother left the shack to ﬁnd Andrius and Mrs. Rxmas I

paced the floor.
T/ﬂé ﬂoorbaam’s creaked, complaining of Papa’s pacing.
“Sweden is preferable,” said Mother.
“It’s not possible,” ekplained]’apa_. “Germany is their only
choice.” - ’ '
| “Kosms, we /mve t0 help, * said Mother.
“We are belpmg They'll.take a train to Polzznd and we'll
arrange passage to Germany from there.”
And the papers?” asked Mother.
' '}‘lrmngm’
T would feel better if it were Sweden, * suid Mother. -
“Tt cannot be: It’s Germany.” ‘
“Who's going to Germany? "I yelled ﬁom t/1€ dznzng room.
Silerice.

Lina, I didn’t know you were in. here, said Mot/aer,

coming out of the kitchen.
“T'm doing my homework.” |
“A colléague. of your father’s is gomg to Germcmy, szzzd
Mother. . Cod :
“T'll be back for dinner. ” Papzz kissed Mot/aer on the check

and rushed out the éack door.

~ .
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| . NeWs of the impending rh'dve burned through the car_n/p like

a spark ridirig gasoline. People dashed in and out of huts.

Speculations flew. Stories changed each minute. Others

cropped ‘up the next. Someone claimed additional ;NKVD -
- had arrived in camp. Someone else said they saw a group of ‘
NKVD loading their rifles. No one knew the tfuth.

Ulyushka threw open the door of the shack. She spoke to
Jonas and quickly exited. _ '

“She’s 1ook1ng for Mother, said ]onas

“Does she know something?” I asked.

Miss Grybas ran into our shack. Where is your mothelp”
she asked,

“She went to find Andrius and Mis. Rimas,” I sald

“Mis. Rimas is with us, ;Bring your mother to the bald‘

man’s shack.”

W waited. I didn’t know what to do. Should I put every-

thmg in my suitcase? Were we really leaving? Cohld Jonasbe
right? Could we be going home? We hadn’t signed. I couldn’t

shake the image of concern on Andrius’s face when he told me

- we were on the list. How did he know we were on it? Hovv did

he know he wasn't?, o
Mother returnedf People stood elbow-to-elbow in the bald

‘man’s shack. The volume grew as we entered.
‘ “Shh ” said the man who wound his watch. “Everyorie,

please sit.down. Let’s hear from Elenia”

“It’s true,” said Mother. There isa hst and there is Word -

of moving people” e
“How did Andrius find out about it?” asked Jonas.

i
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“Mirs. Arvydas received some information.” Mother looked

~away. “I don’t know how she came by it. [am on the list. So are

‘my children. Mrs. Rimas is on the list. Miss Grybas, you are

not on the Tist. That's all T know.”
People quickly began asking if they were on the list.
“Stop your yapping. She said that’s all she knows,” said the
bald man. -

“Interesting,” said the man who wound his watch. “Miss

Grybas is not on the hst She hasn’t s1gncd So it’s 'not just

those who refuse to sign.”
“Please,” choked Miss Grybas, “don’t leave me here”
“Quit blubberlng We dont know what’s happening yet,”
said the bald man. » .
- Ttried to find the pattern. How were they‘sorti-n‘g us for the

‘impending move? But there wasn’t a attern. Stalin’s psychol-
_imp g Ps psy

ogy of terror seemed to rely on niever knowing what to expect.
“We rhust be prepared,” said Mr. Lukas, winding his watch.
“Think of ‘the journey we had in coming here. \We’rc not

neatly as strong. If we are to face that journey again, we must .

be prepared.” - o _
" “You don’t think they’ ll put us back in the train cars, do
 you?” gasped Mrs Rimas. A wave of cries rippled through the

group.

malnourished, weak. We had sold neatly 4ll of our valuables.
“If it is true, and I am not lcavmg, I will sign the papers,
announced Miss Grybas.
“No! You mustn’t!” I said.

Ruta S,epdetys S

How could we be prepared? None of us had food. We were

“Stop,” said Mrs Rimas. “You're not thinking clearly.”
“Pm thinking very clearly,. said Miss Grybas, snnffing back

tears. “If you and Elena are gone, I will be nearly alone. If T
,.31gn, they will allow me to teach the’ children in the camp.
'Even if my Russian is poor, I can still teach, And if I'm alone,

" Ill need to have access to the village. They’ll grant access only

if I sign. That way, I can continue writing letters for all of us.

Tt must be done.”

“Let’s not make any dc01s1ons yet, sald Mother, pat:tmg

: Mlss Grybas s hands.

“Maybe it’s all a mxstéké,” said Mj’rs.”Rim'as‘.
Mother looked.vdown and closed her eyes.

MAPS AND SNAKES




ANDRIUS CAME TO OUR shack late that night and spoke

to Mother outside. . '
“Andrius’ would ‘Jike to speak with you,” said Mother.

Ulyushka said something to her in Russian. Mother nodded. .
I Walked outside. Andnus stood with his hands in hls

pockets

“Hi.” He chlpped at the dirt Wlth his shoe.

“Hi

I stared down the row of shacks. A breeze hfted the ends
of my hair. “It’s getting warm,” I finally said.

“Yeah,” said Andrius, looking up at the sky. “Let’s
walk.”

The snow had melted and the mud had firmied. Neither
one of us spoke untll we passed the bald mans shack.

“Do you know Where they’re taking us?” L asked..
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“1 thmk they’re transferrmg you to another camp. It seems

that some of the NKVD are gomg, too. They're packing up.”
 “I can't stop thinking of my father and what it said in the

file”
“Lina, I figured out what the word in the file means,” said
Andrius. ' ' '

I stopped, looking to him for the answer.

He reached out and gently moved my hair away from my

eyes. “It means ‘accessory;’ ? said Andrius.
“Accessory?” ,
“It probably meéans that he tried to help people who were
in danger, said Andrius. '

Well of course he’d do that. But you don'’t think he actu-

ally committed some kind of crime, do you?”

“Of course not' We're not cnmmals, he said, “Well maybe

you are—stealing logs, pens, and files.” He looked over at me,

suppressing a grin. _
“Okh, you should talk—tomatoes, chocolate, vodka
“Yeah, and who knows what else,” said Andmus
He took my hand and kissed i it. : Lo
We walked hand in hand, neither- one of us speakmg My
pace slowed. “Andrius, Pm . . ; scared.”
" He stopped and turned to me. “No. Don’t be scared. Do’ t

give them anything, Lina, not even your fear”

“T can’t help it. ’m not even used to this camp I miss

home, I miss my father, I miss school, I miss my cousin.” My
breathing quickened.
“Shh,” said Andrius.-He pulled‘me to his chest. “Be careful
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“who you talk to. Dont let your guard down, okay?” he whis-

pered. His arms tightened around me.

“I don’t want to go,” I said. We stood, quiet!

How d1d I get here? How did I end. up in the arms ofa boy

I barely knew, but knew I didn’t want to lose? I wondered what

I'would have thought of Andrius in L1thuan1a Would I have -

l1ked him? Would he have liked me?

“I don’t want you to go,” he finally Whlspered barely.

audlble

T dlosed my eyes. Andnus, we have to get back homé”

“I know,” he said. “We Wlli He took my' hand and we
started back. Co .

“Ull'write to y_ou.' I'll send letters to the village,” I said. ,}

. He nodded. | | o
 We arrived back at our shack Wa1t a minute,” | told him.
I'went inside, I gathered all of my drawings, even the ones on
small scraps, from underneath the lining in my suitcase. I tore
. papers out of my sketchbook, I walked outside and handed the
stack to Andrius. The drawmg of his mothet, her face brulsed

shpped out and wafted to the ground. ‘Her eyes stared up atus
 from the dirt.

“What are you doing?” he asked, quxckly plckmg up the
drawmg -

“Hide them. Keep thern safe for me,” 1 saxd putting my |

Jhands on top of his. “I don’t know where we're going. I don’t
want them to be destroyed. There’s so  imuch of me, of all of us,
in these drawmgs Can you find a safe place for them?”

He nodded. There s a loose floorboard under my bunk.
| )
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It's where I hid Dombey and Son. Lina,” he said slowly, look-
ing down at the drawings. “You have to keep dtawingj My
mother says the world has no idea what the Soviets are doing
to us. No one knows what our fathers have sacrificed. If other

countries knew, they might help.”

“T w1ll I said. “And I've been Wrmng it all down. That s
*why you have to keep these safe for me. Hide them.”

He nodded. “Just promise me you'll be careful,” He said.
“bon’t be stupid and go'lookihg for files or running under any
trains.” 4

We stared at each other.

“So, don’t smoke:any books without me, okay? he said.

Lsmiled. “I won’t. How long do you think we have?”

“I don’t know. It could be any day.” ‘

I stood on tny ‘t‘oes and kissed him.

“Krasiva'ya:’ he said into my ear, his nose tracing along
my cheek. “Have you-learned it yet?” He kissed my neck.

“Not yet,” I said, closing my eyes. -

Andrius exhaled and stepped back slowly “Tell ]onas Il

' »
" come by to se¢ him in the morning, okay?

I nodded, the touch of his lips still warm against my neck
He walked away in the dark, clutching my drawings under
his coat. He turned and looked over his shoulder. I waved. He
waved back His silhouette became smaller and smaller and

then ﬁnally, faded i into the darkness
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THEY CAME BEFORE sunrise. They burst into our shack

waving rrﬁes, Just as they had burst into our home ten months

L before We had only minutes. This time I was ready

" Ulyushka rose from her pallet. She barked at Mother
- “Stop yellmg We're leaving,” I told her. ‘

She began handing Mother potatoes, beets, and other food =

| she had stored She handed Jonas a thick animal hide to put
“in his snitcase. She gave me a pencil. I couldn’t believe it. Why

was she giving us food? Mother tried to hug her. They barely .

embraced. Ulyushka pushed her away and stomped out.
The NKVD told us to stand and wait outside our shack.

The man who wound hrs watch came Walkmg toward uS, suit-

case in hand. He was on the list. Mrs. Rimas was hehmd him,

- followed by the girl with the dolly, her mother, and a stream of |

other peop’le; We begah a slow procession toward the kolkhoz
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office, dragging our belongings. Faces looked years older than

- when we had arrived ten months before. Drd I look older, too?

Mrss Grybas ran to us, crying.

. “They’ve sent for you. You're going to Ametica, Tjust know v
it. Please don’t forget about me,” she begged. ¢ “Please don’t let

" me waste away here. L-want to go home.”

Mother and Mrs. leas hugged Miss Grybas. They assured

her they would not forget her. I would never forget her, or the ~

beets she hid under her dress. ‘
We trudged on. I heard Miss Grybas’s cryrng fade behrnd

us. The grouchy woman walked out of her shack. She held ap

a withered hand and nodded. Her daughters clung to her legs.

I remembered her, hiding the bathroom hole on the train with
her girth. She had lost so much weight, My eyes scanned for
Andrius I had Dombey and Son tucked s‘a’felyiin’my suitcase, -

.+ Next to our famrly picture.

A large truck-sat near the kolkhoz office. Kretzsky smoked

with two NKVD neaby. The commander stood on the porch

with an officer I didn’t recognize. They began calling 1 names

' alphabetlcally People climbed into the back of the truck
 “Take care, Jonas,” said Andrius’s voice _behmd us. “Good—_ !

bye, Mrs. Vilkas.”

‘Good-bye, Addrius,”' said Mother, grasping his hatnds and:

~ kissing his cheeks. “Take care of your mother, dear.”:

' “She wanted to come but . . ‘ 4
“I understand. Give her my love,” said Mother. "
 The NKVD contihued. reading names off the list.’

“Wrrite to me; okay, Jonas?” said Andrius.
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“T will,” said ]onas He extended his small hand for a
handshake ‘ '

Take care of these two, okay? Your father and [ are count-

mg on you,” said Andrius.

~ Jonas nodded.

Andrius turned. H1s eyes found mine. “T'll see you,” he-

said. ,
My face dxdn t Wflnkle I dldn t utter a sound. But for the

first time in months, I eried. Tears popped from their dry sock- -

ets and sailed. down my cheeks in one qu‘iek stream. [ looked

away.
The NKVD called the bald man’s name.

“Look at me, whlspered Andrius, moving close. “I'll see

ydu,” he said. “Just think about that. Just think about me

bringing you your-drawings. Picture it, because I'll be there.”
Inodded. . ‘
“Vilkas,” the NKVD called.

We walked toward the truck and climbed inside. I looked -
. down at Andrius. He raked through his hair with his fingers.

The engine turned and roared. I raised my hand in a wave

_ good-bye.

His lips formed the words * I ll see you. He nodded i in
conﬁrmatlon

I nodded back. The back gate slammed and I sat down.
The truck lurched forward. Wind began to blow against my

- face. I pulled my coat closed and put my hands in my pockets.

That's when I'felt it. The stone. Andrius had slipped it into
my pocket. I stood up to let him know I had found it. He was

gone.
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WE TRAVELED ALL morning in the truck. The road squir-

reled a thin line, hidden in the trees. Like Mother, I tried to
think of the positive. I thou’ght of Andrius. I could still hear

his voice, At least we had left the commander and Kretzsky -

behind. I hoped we would be somewhere near Krasnoyarsk,

: closer to Papa.

The truck stopped nexttoa ﬁeld We were allowed to )urnp

off and relieve outselves in the giass. The NKVD began yell-,

| ing within a matter of seconds.

“Davai!”

I knew that voice. I looked over. Kretzsky.

Late that afternoon, we reached a train station. A faded
slgn creaked in the wind. Biysk. Trucks littered the train yard
The scene was unlike the train station when we were deported.
In Kaunas, back in Jine; we were frantic. Panic rose every-

where. People ran and screamed. Now, masses of tired, gray

'
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people made their way slowly toward the train cars, like a
group of exhausted ants marching toward a hill. . _ '
“Everyone Astanld at the front of the door opening,”
instructed the bald man. “Look uncomfortable. Maybe they
won’t put more people in here and we’ll have room to breathe.”
" 1 stepped up into- the train car. It was different fromn the
previous car, longer. A lamp hung from above. The camage

smelled of sour body odor and urine. I missed the fresh air and

. the scent of wood from the labor camp. We. did as the bald

man suggested and crowded near the door. It worked. Two
groups of people Were steered toward other cars. |
“This is filthy,” said Mis. Rimas.
“What did you expect> A'luxury sleeper car?” said the bald

man. : \ !

They shoved a few more people into our car before slam-

ming the door. A woman with two boys dnd an:older man

climbed in. A tall man stepped in and looked around ner- -

vously. A woman and her daughter were hoisted up. Jonas

nudged my arm. The gitl looked as yellow as a lemon, her

eyes nothing more than swollen slits. Where had she been? '
‘The mother spoke in Lithuanlan to her daughter.
“Tust another short trip and we'll be home, dear,” said the

 girl’s mother. Mother helped the worhan with her luggage
The girl hacked and coughed. '
We were lucky. ‘We ‘had only thlrty—three people in our

car. We had room and light this time. We gave the lemon girla

plank to sleep on. Mother insisted that Jonas have one as well.
I sat on.the floor, next to the gitl with-the.dolly, whose hands

were now empty.
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“Where’s your doll”."I asked.
Dead .said the- g1r1 W1th a hollow look in her eyes.
. “Oh o
“The NKVD killed her Remember how they shot the
woman with the baby? Thats what they did to Liale, except

they threw her in the air and shot her head off Kind of hke a

pigeon.”.

“You must miss her a lot [ said.

“Well, I missed her at first, I kept crymg and crymg A
guard told me to stop crying. I tried, but I couldn’t. He clob-

bered me in the head. See my scar?” she said, pointing to a

thick red fold on her forehead.
" Bastards. She was only a child:
“You couldn’t stop ctying cither?” she asked.
“What?” . . |
' She pomted to the scar above my eyebrow.
“No, they hit me vv1th a can of sardines,” I said. .
“Because you were crymg’ sheé said.
.- “No, just for fun,” I answered, |

She curled her finger towaLd 1me, beckoning me closer

“Want to know a big secret?” she asked.

‘fWhat’s that?”.

She leaned over and yvhispered in my ear. “Mama says the
NKVD are going to hell.” She leaned back. “But you can't tell
| anyone. It’s a secret, okay? You see, Liale, my dolly, she’s up in
B heaven. She talks to me. She tells me things. So that’s a secret, A

.'bl'lt Liale said I could tell you.”- . » R

“T won't tell anyone,” I said.

\“

Whats your name’ “she asked.
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: What did he give you?”

“Lina,” I said.

“And your brother?™

[43 ”» '

onas. . : . “

“My name is Janina,” she said, continuing to chatter. “Your
mama, she looks old now. My mama does, too. And you like
the boy who was Waltmg near the truck >

“What?” : "

“The one who ut somethm into our ocket 1 saw.
p g your p

o

P
\

1 showed her the stone.
“It’s so sparkly. I thlnk Liale would hke it. Maybe you

~ could give it to me.”

- “No, it was a ptesent. I think I better hold on to it for a
while,” I said.
Mother sat dowsi next to me.

“Did you see the present Llnas boyfrlend gave her> asked

- Janina. .

“He's not 1 my boyfriend.”
Was he my boyfnend? I wanted hxm to be my boyfriend. I

‘showed Mother the stone.
“I see it made its way back to you, she sald Thats good'

i

luck.”

“My dolly’s dead,” annotmced Janina. “She’s in heaven” . -

Mother nodded and patted Janina’s arm.
“Someone shut that kid up,” said the bald man.. “You, the
tall one. What do you know of the war?”

“The ]apanese bombed Pearl Harbor, they bombed;” sald. :

the man.. , SN
“Pear] Harbor? They bombed Amerlca?” said Mrs. Rimas.
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“When’” asked the bald man.

“Months ago. Around Chrrstmas, yes, Chrrstmas ” He

repeated his words, a nervous tic.

“So the United States has declared war on ]apanP asked.. .

W ;
Mother..

“Yes, along wrth Brrtarn Britain has also declared war.”
. “Where did you come from?” asked the bald : man.
- “Lithuania,” said the ‘man.
“I know that, idiot. Where did you come frorn today?”
Kalmanka, said the man. “Yes, Kalmanka ”.
“Kalmanka, eh> \Was itaprisonora camp”’ asked the bald
man. ' ‘

“A camp, hmm, a camp, A potato farm. You?”

“A beet farm near Turaciak,” replied Mother. “Were there :

all Lithuanians in your camp?” - »

No, mostly Latvrans, said the man, And Frnns Yes
Finns.” _

Finns. I had forgotten about Frnland I remembered the
night Dr. Seltzer came to the house lookmg for Papa. The
| Soviets had rnvaded Frnland

“It’s only thirty l{llometers from Lenrngrad Elena,” Dr.
" Seltzer had told Mother. ¢ Stalrn wants to protect hrmself from

the West.”
 “Will the Finns negotrateV asked Mother.

“The Finns are strong people They 1l fight,” said Dr.
Seltzer

o
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THE TRAIN CHURNED forward. The thythm of the rarls
tormented me, screeching and banging. They pulled me away
from Andrrus, further rnto an. unknown The ‘metal lamp

swayed above like a pendulum, 1llumrnat1ng hollow faces,

throwing shadows throughout.the carrrage ]anrna Whrspered .'

to the ghost of her dead doll, g1gghng

-The yellow’ girl hacked and wheezed next to Jonas. She'

sprt up blood all over his back. Mother snatched Jonas off the

- plank. She tore off his shirt and threw it down the bathroom

hole. It didn’t scem necessary. We Were all breathing the same

air as the yellow gitl. Phlegm and blood on a shirt couldn’t he _

any more contagrous

v

“I'm so sotry, ’ sobbed the gitl. “T've riined your shrrt

“It’s okay,” said Jonas, hugging his naked torso. His scurvy

spots hadn’t entirely drsappeared Prnk blotches dotted hrs' -

emaciated rib cage.”

25.5




" The tall man, the repeater, spoke sprightly, convinced of {

America, America. I wasn’t convinced of anything, except my

" yearning to see Papa, Andrius, and home.

On the third night, I wol;e'.up. Something tapped on my -

chest. I opened my eyes. Janina’s face hovered above mine, her
eyes wide. The light swung back and forth bchmd her head

“Jaruna? What is it?”

“It’s Liale.”

“Tell Liale it’s time to sleep,” I said, closing my eyes.

“She can’t sleep. She says the yellow gitl is dead.”

“What?” ,

“Liale says she’s dead Can you check if her ¢ eyes are open?.
Im scared to look.” '

I pulled Janina against me, laying her head on my chest
“Shh. Go to sleep.” She trembled.in my arms. I listened. The
coughing had stopped “Shh, Trme to sleep, ]amna I rocked

her gently.

I thought of Andrius. What was he doing back at the camp?
Had he looked at my drawings? I reached into my pocket and -

wrapped my fingers around the stone. I saw him smiling, tug-
ging my hat in the ration line. ‘

The yellow gitl was dead. Streaks of drred blood ran from
the corners of her mouth'to her chin. The next day, the guards
dragged her stiff body out of the train. Her mother jumped

- down after her, crying.'Al gunshot fired. A thud hit the dirt. A. '

“grieving mother was dn annoyance.

Ulyushka, the woruan I despised, kept us alive on the train.

We lived off the food she had given Mother. We shared it with |
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others. I drew UlYushka’s wide face’and stalks of black hair,
trying to steady fny hand through the train’s vibration.
‘No one refused the water. or gray slop in the buckets. We

ate greedrly, licking our palms and sucking under our drrty.

fingernails. Janina’s mother slept often. I could barely sleep

even though I was exhausted. The noise and movement from

. the train kept me awake. I sat, wondering where they were tak-

ing us and how I Would let Papa know. -
Janina tapped the bald man on the shoulder “I heard .
you're a Jew;” she said. '
“That’s what’you hedrd, eh?” ‘said the bald man.
“Is it true?” asked Janina.
Yes I heard you're a little brat, is that true?
- Janina paused, thinking, ° No,Idont think so. Drdyou know }
Hitler and the Nazis might kill the Jews? My mama said that”
“Your mother’s wrong, Hitler 7 krlhng the Jews.”
“But WhyP” asked Jonas. . ‘

“The Jews are the scapegoat, for all'of Germanys problems,
said the bald man. “Hitler’s convinced racial purity is the
answer. It’s too complrcated for children to uriderstand.” '

. “So you re here wrth us, rather than Wltl’l the Nazrs> asked
jonas

“You thrnk I'd choose thrs? Under Hrtler ot Stalin, this -
war will end us all. Lithuania is caught in the middle. You
heard the man. The Japanese have bombed Pearl Harbor. The \
United States may already be allied with the Sovrets Enough
talk. Be quret, ’ said the bald man. '

“We re going to America,” sard the repeater Amerrca
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. AFTER A 'WEEK, the train stopped late at nrght Mts. leas'

said she saw a sign that said Makarov. They herded us out

of the carriages. The open air switled around my face, clean,

fresh. I breathed in through my nose and exhaled through my |

dry lips. The guards directed us toward a large building four
hundred yards away. We dragged our filthy. belongings from

- the train. Mother collapsed in the dirt. -
“Lift her, quickly,” said Mrs. eras, looking around for

the guards. “If they would shoota grrevrng mother, they might
~_shoot a woman with Ioose legs o Foy

N

“TlL be fine. I'm just tired,” said Mother. Mrs. Rimas and

I helped Mother Walk Jonas dragged our suitcases. Mother .

stumbled again near the building,

| “Davai!” Two NKVD approached, clutching rifles. Mother
tasn't moving fast enough
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" They marched toward us. Mother strarghtened up. One of

“the NKVD spit in the ditt. The other looked at her. My stom~ - .
ach dropped Kretzsky. He had traveled with us. '

“Nikolai,” Mother said weakly.

Kretzsky pointed in another direction. He.marched away
toward a group of people. \

" The building felt large, like an.enormous batn. There must

have been a thousand of us. We were too tired to speak. We

fell to the ground on our belongings. My muscles released
their clench. The stillness of the ground felt wonderful, as if |

a hand had stopped a metronome The screechrng of the rails

" had finally ended. I put my arm arou_nd my suitcase, hugglng

Dombey and Son. It was quiet. We lay in our rags and slept.
Morning broke. I felt Janina breathlng, hestled against my
back. Jonas sat on top of his suitcase. He nodded at me. I looked
at Mother. She slept soundly, her face and arms on her suitcase.
“She called him Nikolai;” said Jonas. o
“What?” I asked.- |
Jonas began pacing. Kretzsky Did you hear her? Last
night, she called him Nikolai” .
“Ts that his first name?” T asked. .|

“Exactly. I don’t know. How does she know?™ snaipped o

Jonas. “Why did he come with us?” Jonas kicked at the dirt.
The NKVD arrived with bread and buckets of mushroorn
soup. We woke Mother and dug in our bags for a cup or a dish.
“They.are preparrng us, preparing,” said the repeater “We
shall feast every day in' America. Every day.”
“Why are they feedlng us?” T asked.
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“To strengthen us for work,” said Jonas.

“Eaﬁ’every last bit,” instructed Mother.

After the meal, the guards hegan rounding up groups.
Mother strained to hear. ’ -

She laughed Weakly We re gomg to bathe We ll be able
to bathe!” _

We scutried toward a large wooden bathhouse. Mothers
stride had steadled We were divided at the gate into male and
female groups.

“Wait for us, Mother told ]on,as

- We weré 1nstructed to take off our clothes and give them

/

to Siberian men working at the door. All modesty dissolved. -

The women quickly undressed. They Wa‘mted‘ to be clean. I

looked down, hesitating. :

'” .

“Hurry, Linal

o1 dldnt want them to touch me, to look at me. My arms.

folded over my breasts.
-Mother spoke to one ‘of the men. “He says we - must hurry,

tha; this is a travel stop. A large group is coming later today.

" He says that Latvians, Estonians, and Ukranians have already

passed through,” said Mother. “It’s okay, darling, really.”
* The men didn’t seem to be paying any attention. Of course

not. Our shrunken bodies appeared almost androgynous. I

hadi’t had a’ period in mon;hs. Nothihg about 'rhe felt femi-

nine. A piece of po‘rk or a foamy beer would be more alluring

to men.

After our showers, we were put on a truck with our belong— -

ings. They drove us several kilonieters through the woods until
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to America. Americal

we arrived at the bank of the Angara River.

“Why are we here> asked Jonas. :

Large wooden sheds dotted the bank. Tucked near the
trees was a large NKVD building.

“They’re putting us on boats. Dont you see? We're gomg
I” said the repeater. “We're traveling up
the Angara to the Lena and then across the sea to the Bering
Strait. The Bermg Strait.” '

“That journey would take months,” said the man who

wound his Watch

America? How could we leave Papa behmd in a prison in_

Krasnoyarsk? How would I get my drawings to him? And what

_about the war? What if other countries became allies with .

Stalin? I saw Andrius’s. face, when he told me we were on the
list. Something about his expression told me we weren’t going

to America. : , L \
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THE BOATS WERE delayed. We Warted on the stony

banks of the Angara River for more than a week. They fed .

us barley porndge I couldn’t ﬁgure out why they were feedlng
us more than bread. It was not out of kindness.. Our strength
would be needed, byt what for’ We sat in the sun, as if on
-vacation. I drew for Papa and wrote to Andrius every day I
drew on ‘small scraps-of paper so as not to be noticed and hid
them between the pages of Dombey and Son. An Estonian

woman noticed me drawing and gave me additional paper.

 We hauled logs, but only for our nightly bonfires. We sat -

around the cracklmg fires and sang Lithuanian songs. The
entire. forest echoed.in song from the .people of the- Baltics .
s1ng1ng of therr homeland. Two women were chosen to travel

to Tcheremchov by train to help carry supplles back for the
‘NKVD They marled our letters for us.
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“Please, could you take this to Tcheremchov and pass
it along to someone?” T handed a slat of wood to the woman.

- “Ie’s lovely. The flowers—you've done a beautiful job. I had
rue flowers in ‘iny backyard at home,” she said, slghmg.‘ She
looked up at me. “Your father is in Krasnoyarsk??

I nodded. o v

“Lina, please don’t get your hopes i ap. Krasnoyarsk isa long
way from here;” sald Mother. ‘ '

One day, after sitting in the sun; Mother and I waded into
the Angara. We ran out of the water, laughing, Our clothes
clung tightly to our thin bodies. | '

“Cover yourself' said Jonas, lookmg around.
“What do you mean?” said Mother, pulling at the wet fab-

ric clinging to her.
“They’re Watchrng, said ]onas, motioning wrth hrs head

- to the NKVD.

“Jonds, they have no interest. Look at us, We re hardly glam-
orous,” said Mother, wringing water from her hair. I wrapped

my arms around my torso.

“They found Ms. Arvydas 1nterestmg Maybe he ﬁnds you

interesting, ’ said Jonas. ‘
Mother’s hands dropped What are you talking oP Who?
;V “Nikolai,” said Jonas. S :
“Kretzsky?” 1 said. “What about him?”
- “A sk Mother,” said ]onas ‘ ‘
“‘Stop it, Jonas. We don’t know Nikolai,” sald Mother.

I faced Mother. “Why do you call him Nikolai? How do

you know his. name?

/
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Mother looked from mie to Jonas. “I asked him his name,”

she said.

My stomach dropped: Was Jonas right? “But Mother, he’s-

a monster,” I said, wiping water from the scar on my forehead.
"She moved in closer, wringing out her skirt. “We don’t
know what he is.”

- I snorted. “He’s a—"
Mother grabbed my arm., Pain shot up into my shoulder

- She spoke through clenched teeth. “We don’t know. Do you |
hear me? We don’t know what he is. He's a boy. He's just a

boy.” Mother let go of my arm. “And ' not lying wrth him,”
she spat at Jonas. “How dare’you imply such a thing”
“Mother . . .,” stammered Jonas. |
She wal‘hed away, leaving me rubbing. my arm: .
jonas stood, shocked by Mother’s outburst.
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FOR WEEKS, THE BARGES crept farther north up the -
- Angara. We disembarked and rode for days in.the back of
o black trucks through dense forests. We passed enormous fallen

trees, Wlth trunks so large the truck could have driven 1ns1de: :

them I saw no human bemgs The dark forest seemed to
\ sur_round us, impenetrable. Where were they taking us? We

‘broiled each day and- shivered at night. 'lBlisters healed We

ate everything given to us, thankful we weren’t put to work.
The trucks arrived at Ust Kut, on the River Lena. We waited
once again for barges The bank of the Lena was blanketed

with tiny pebbles. It poured rain. The makeshift tents on the -

bank did nothing to shelter us. I lay on top of my suitcase, pro-

‘tecting Dombey and Son, the stone, my drawmgs, and ¢ our fam-

ily photo. Janina stood in the rain. She stared at the sky, carry-

ing on conversations with no one. Kretzskys boots crunched
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up and down the bank. He yelled at us to stay in groups. At
night, he’d stand staring at the silvery ribbon of rnoonlight,on
the Lena, moving only to bring his glowing cigarette to his lips.
"My Russian improved. Jonas was still far ahead of me.
After two weeks, the barges arrlJved and the NKVD once
agam boarded us to float north.
' We left Ust Kut and passed Kirensk.

“We're traveling north,” said Jonas. “Maybe we really will

sail for America.”
“And leave Papa behind?” I asl;ed.
Jonas looked out at the water. He said nothing.
. The repeater spoke of nothing but America. He tried to
draw maps.of the United States, discussing details he had heard

from friends or relatives. He needed to believe it was possible.

'
~

y 4 )
- “In America tbere are excellem‘ universities in an area they

“call New Englzzmi They say New Yor/e is quite ﬁzsbzonaé/e,
said Joana. '
“Who says New York is ﬁs/oiom_zé_le?”[ asked.
. My parents.”
“What do they know ofAmerzm? 1 asked.
“Mother bas an uncle there,’ " satd Joana.
I thought all of Auntie’s family was in Germany,” I said,
Apparently she has a relative in America. She gets letters
from him. He's in Penmylmma
“Hmph. I don’t much care Jor Amerzm They certzzmly
lack for art. I can’t name a single American artist who is
accomplished.” g
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“collecting stamps?”.

. ‘
=

. L s ) ¢ 3
“You better not be drawing me,” said the bald man. “I don't

) . »
want any pictures drawn of me.

“Actually, I'm almost -ﬁnished,”‘ I said, shading in the gray
area of his spbtted cheeks.
| “Tear it ap,” he insisted.
“No,” I said. “Don’t worry, I won’t show it to anyone
~“You won't, if you know what's good for you.”
I looked down at my drawing. I had captured his curled lrp

" and the surly expression he always wore. He wasn't ugly. The

deep lines above his brow just made him look cranky.

“Why were you deported?” I asked him. “You said you

were a stamp collector. But why would they de'p‘ort you for
“Mind your own business,” he said. | |
- “Where is your family?” I pressed. ,

#1 said it’s none of your business,” he snapped, pomtlng his

crooked finger at me. “And if you know what’s best for you,

yourll keep your drawings out of sight, you hear rne?f

‘

~ Janina sat down next to me.. .
“You’ll never be a famous artist,” said the bald man.
“Yes, she will,” argued Janina.

“Nlo, she won’t. You know why? Because shes not dead But

" maybe there’s still hope for that. America, bah.”

I stared at him. i _ r
“My dolly’s dead,” said Janina. .
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‘WE APPROACHED ]AKUTSK

“Now we shall see. We shall see; > said the repeater, ﬁdget—
mg “If we disembark’ here, -we will not go to America, We
will not go.” S

“Where would we go? asked ]onas
“To the Kolyma regron, > said the bald man. “To the pris-

~ ons, maybe Magadan | ) .
 “Were not going to Magadan, said Mother Stop such .

talk, Mr. Stalas” . . . v
V “Not Kolyma, 10, not Kolyma,” said the repeater

The barges slowed. We were coming to a stop.

“No, please, no, Whrspered Jonas.

Mis. Rimas began to cry.- “I can 't be in prison thrs far frorn

‘my husband

]anma tugged at my sleeve. Lrale says we're hot going to.
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| Kolyma.”

“What?” 1 said.
% ¢She says we're not gorng > She shrugged

We crowded near the edge of the barge Some of the
NKVD disembarked. Kretzsky was among them. He carried
a rucksack A commander met the guards on the shore We
Watched as they checked assignments.

“Look,” said Jonas. ¢ Some of the NKVD are loadrng sup—
phes onto the boat.”

“So we're not getting off here> I'asked.

Suddenly, voices rose from the bank. It was Kretzsky. He

- was arguing with a commander. I understood the commander

He told Kretzsky to get back on the barge.
Kretzsky wants to stay,” said ]onas
“Good; let-him stay, I said.
Kretzsky flailed his arms ar the commander, who pornted
back at the boat.
Mother sighed hnd looked down Kretzsky turned back
toward the barge. He wasn’t leaving. He was coming Wlth us,

wherever we were going,

The passengers cheered and embraced as the barge pulled ‘

away from Jakutsk,

A week later spirits were still buoyant. People sang on the deck
of the barge. Someone played an accordion. Kretzsky stotmed

through the crowd, shoving people aside. “What's ‘wrong with
you? Ate you all imbeciles? You cheer as if you’re going to

Amerrca Fools!” he yelled.
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. The elation collapsed to murmurs.
“America. America?” said-the repeater quietly’. .

Where were they taking us? It was already August. Tem-

'peratures dropped as we sailed northward. Tt felt’ llke late
October, not summer. The forests along the bank of the Lena ‘

. thinned. _

“We've crossed into the Arctic Circle,” announced the man -

. who Wound his watch. : c (

“What?” gasped Jonas. “How can that beP Where are they

taking us?” -
“That is ‘correct,” said the repeater. “We'll go to the-

‘mouth of the Lena and get on huge steamships o America; '

Steamships:”.
The barges stopped in Bulun and Stolbai in the Arctic.

We watched as large groups were herded off the barge and
- -simply left standing on the deserted shore as we pulled away.
“We sailed on.

In late August we réached the mouth of the Rivet Lena.

The temperature was just above freczing. The icy waves of the

Laptev Sea crashed agarnst the barge as it was moored to the

shore.

“Davai!” yelled the guards, Jabbrng us Wrth the butts of

therr rrﬂes ' : -~

“They’re going to drown us, sard the bald man. “They’ve

. brought us all this way to'drown us and get rid of us here.”

’ “Dear God no, sard Ms. Rimas.

The NKVD threw a Wooden plank against the srde of the’
barge, They pushed the children down the plank, screming

N
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for them to hurry
“Hutry, where? There’s nothing here, said Mother

She was right. It was completely unrnhabrted not a single

bush or tree, just barren dirt to a shore of endless water. We -

were surrounded by nothmg but polar tundra and the Laptev
Sea. The Wrnd whipped. Sand blew into my mouth and stung
my eyes. | clutched my suitcase and looked around. The NKVD

made their way to two brick buildings. How would we all fit?

There were more than three hundred of us.

Kretzsky" argued with some of the NKVD, repeating that

he had to go to ]akutsk An NKVD with greasy. harr and brown

crooked teeth stopped us.
“Where do you think you're going?” he demanded
-“To the burldrngs, said Mother.
“Those are for the officers,” he snapped !
“And where are we supposed to stay> asked Mother \Where

‘is the vrllage?

The guard waved his arms wide. “Thisis the vrllage You have

. the whole village for yourself” The other NKVD laughed.

“Excuse me?” said Mother.

“What, you don’t like it? You think you re too good for this?

- _Fascrst pig. Pigs sleep in the mud. Didn't youvknow that? But

before you sleep, you have to finish the bakery and build a fish
factory He moved closer tq Mother. His corroded teeth pro-

truded from under his top lip: “You fascists like fish, don tyou?

You pigs drsgust me.” He spit on her chest and walked away.
“You don’t evén deserve the mud,” he yelled over his shoulder.

They made us carry bricks’ and Wood from the barge We
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fled in and out of the barge’s deep hold, carrying as many hricks _
as we could. It took ten hours to unload the barges. In addition |

to bricks and wood, we carried batrels of kerosene, flour, and
even small fishing boats, all for the NKVD. My arms trembled
 with fatigue.
“Liale says we're not going to Amerlca, announced Janina.
“No klddmg Did your' ghost doll tell you we’d be here”’
demanded the bald man. He pointed to a sign, crisped and

faded from the weather.

Trofimovsk. The very top of the Arctic Circle, near the |

 North Pole.
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WEHUDDLED TOGETHER and pulled our coats tight for
warmth. T longed for the labor camp, for Ulyushka’s hut, for

"Andrius. The steamer’s whistle shrieked and pulled thevbérges
back down the Lena. Were they going to pick up more people?”

“How will you mail letters to Papa from here?” asked Jonas. .

“There has to be a village close by,” s‘aid;Mo.ther‘v.f |

I:thought of the piece of wood, handed off in Tcheremcho.
Something had to have made its Way to Papa by howi

“So this is their plan,” said the bald man, lookmg around.’
“This is how Stalin will end us? He 1L let us Froeze to death
“He'll let the foxes eat us.”

“Foxes?” said Mis. leas Janina’s mother snappcd a glance .
at the bald man. '

“If there are foxes, we can eat them, said Jonas

“Hate you ever caught 4 fox, boy?” asked the bald man.
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1
“No, but I'm sure it can be done,” said Jonas. 4
“He said we have to build a factory for.them,” I said.”
“This can’t be our destination,” said Mother. “Surely they’re

‘gomg to transport us somewhere else.”

“Don’t be so sure, Elena,” said the man who wound hlS

watch. “To the Soviets, there is no more Lithuania, Latvia, or.

Estonia. Stalin must‘completely get rid of us to see his vision
unlittered.” ‘
thter Is that what we were to Stalin?
“Is nearly September,” said the man who wound his Watch

“Soon the polar night will be upon us.”

Nearly September. We were freezmg We had learned -

about the polar night in school. In the polar region, the sun
falls below the horizon for 180 days. Darkness for nearly half

ayear. I hadn’t paid much attention to the lecture’in school I

had sketched the sun smkmg over the horizon. Now my heart

sank into my stomach where the bile began to chew it.

“We haven’t much time,” continued -thé man who’ Wound‘

‘: his watch. “I think—?

“STOP IT! Stop talking!” shrieked Janina’s mother
“What's wrong, dear?” asked Mother.
~ “Shh...Don’t draw the attention of the guards,” said Mrs
Rimas. _ ’
“Mama, what’s wrong?” asked Janina. Her mother con-
tmued shrieking.
_The woman had barely spoken durmg the entire voyage

and suddenly we-couldn’t make her stop.

“T can’t do this! I won t d1e here. I'will not let a fox eat us!”
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Suddenly the woman grabbed ]amna by the throat. A thlck
gurgle came from ]amnas windpipe. ‘ .

Mother threw herself on Janina’s mother and pried her
fingers from her daughtet’s neck. Janina caught her breath and
began to sob. S | .

“'m so sorry,” cried her mother. She turned her back to
us, placed her hands on her own throat, and trled to strangle

herself.. 4 A

‘Mrs. Rimas slapped the woman across the fatce. The man -

who wound his watch restrained her arms.

“What's wrong with you? If you want to kill yourself, do'it
. in private,” said the bald man. : S
" “I’s your fault,” T said. “You told her she’d be eaten by a

»

fox. \
“Stop it, Lina,” said Jonas.

“Mama,” sobbed ]amna

“She already talks to her dead doll. Do we really want to-

hear about her dead mother?” said the bald man.

“Mama!” shrieked Janina.

“You're gomg to be ﬁne, said Mother, strokmg the woman’ s

filthy halr. “We're all going to be fine. We mustn’t lose our

senses. It’s going to be all right. Really.”
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AT DAYBREAK the NKVD shouted at us to get to work. .My

neck hurt from éleeping on‘my suitcase. Jonas and Mother had
slept under a fishing boat to protect themselves from the wind.
- I had slept only a few hours. After everyone was asleep, I drew
Aby moonlight. I sketched ]anrnas mother, her hands squeezmg
.. tight around her daughter’s neck, Janina’s eyes bulging. T wrote
aletter to Andnus, telling him we were in Trofimovsk. How
would I ever mail the letter? Would Andrius think I had forgot—

ten about him? '/l ﬁnd you, he had said. How could he ever find .

us here? Papa, I thought You're coming for us. Hurry

The NKVD divided us into twenty-five groups, fifteen
people per group. We were ‘group number eleven. They fook
the men with any strength and sent them to work finishing the
NKVD barracks. The boys were sent to fish in the Laptev Sea.

The remainder of the women and elderly were instructed to

a6

'

build a jurta, a hut, for their group. We could not, however, use
any of the bricks or wood near the NKVD" building, ‘Those
“were. reserved for the NKVD barracks. After all, winter' was
coming and the NKVD needed ‘warm housmg, said Ivanov,

~ the brown-toothed guard. We could use scraps or pieces of logs

that might have floated ashore. -0

“Before we even think of burldlng something, we’ll need

. supplies,” said Mrs. Rimas. “Hurry, scatter and prck up any-

thing and everything you can find before the others take it all.
Bring it back here.”

I picked up large stones, strcks, and chlps of brick. Were we |
really going to build a house from sticks and stones? Mother
and Mirs. Rimas fourid logs that had washed ashore They
dragged them all the way back to our site and went back for
more. I saw a woman digging up moss Wrth her hands and,
using it as mortar between the rocks. Janina and I ripped’ up
pieces of moss and piled it-near our supplies. My stomach

churned with hunger, I couldn’t wait for ]onas to return with

the fish. | SRR

He returned, wet and shivering. His hands were empty.
“Where are the fish?” I asked. My teeth chattered.
“The guards say were not allowed; fish. All of the fish we
catch is stored for the NKV' 4
“What will we eat?” I asked.
“Bread rations,” he replied, _
- It took us a week to-collect enough logsto create a frame-

work for our jurta. The men discussed the design. T drew the

sketches
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“These logs don’t look very strong,” commented Jonas.

“They’re )ust driftwood.”

“Its all: we have,” said the man who wound his Watch “We

" must hurry. We must finish before the first snow comes. If we

don’t, we wor't.survive.”
“Hurry Hurry,” said the repeater.
I dug deep notches in the hard dirt with a flat stone. The

ground was frozen. As I dug deeper, I had to hack at ice. Mother,

Mirs. Rimas and I stood the logs vertically in the notches We
packed dirt around them. ‘

“It doesn’t look big enough for ﬁfteen people, I said, look-
ing at the framing, The wind whipped, stinging my face.’

“We’ll be warmer if we're close together,” said Mothor

Ivanov approached with Kretzsky I understood most of
the conversation. v ;

“The sl’owsst pigs in Trofimovsk!” said Tvanov through his
rotten teeth. '

“You nced a roof ” said Kretzsky, motlonmg with' his
cigarette. '
_‘ “Yes, I know. And heat?” I sald "We had enough logs for a
roof, but what would we do for heat?

“We'll need a stove,” Mother said in Russian.

Ivanov foond that particularly funny. “You'd like a stove?
. What else? A hot bath? A glass of cognac? Shut up and get to
Work He walked away. s :

* Mother looked at Kretzsky. | ce

Helooked down and then walked off. '

See, he won't help, I said.

" Ruta Sepetys

We’ worked for another week, l)uilding from scfafch It

wasn’t a house. It was a dung heap, a bunch of logs covered in

- mud, sand, and moss. It looked like somethmg a chlld would

make in the dirt. And we had to live in it.

'The men finished building the barracks and a bakery for.
the NKVD. They were proper brick buildings with stoves or

ﬁreplaces in each room. The man who wound hlS watch sald it
was well outfitted: And we were expected to endure an arctic
winter in a mud hut? No, they expected us not to endure at all.

N
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THE DAY AFTER we ﬁnlshed our Jurta, Janina came run-

1
ip comin
ning to me. “Lina, there’s a ship! Theres a ship gl "
rifle
Within seconds, the NKVD was upon us, pointing
‘ - ey ran.
in our faces. They ordered everyone into their jurtas. They ran,
scieaming, frantic. , .,
* “Jonas?” Mother yelled. Llna, Where is ]onas
" “He was sent to fish,” I said.
rta.-
“Davail” barked Ivanov, pushing me into the ju :
anov.
“Jonas!” yelled Mother, stumbling to get away from Iv

toward us.
“He’s cornlng, Elena, said Mr. Lukas, runmng t
“I saw him behind me.”
Jonas arrived, out of breath fro

a ship. It has an American flag” »
“The Ameticans have arrived. They ve atrive

. ! ,
. ¢
m running. * Mother, there’s

repeater.

said the

“Will the Americans fight the NKVD?” asked Janina. _
“Stupid girl. The Amerrcans are helplng the NKVD " said | -
the bald man.

“They’re hrdrng us,” said Mother. “The guards dont want

the Americans to see us, to know what they’re dorng to us.”

“Won’t the Americans wonder what these mud huts are”’-

I asked.

“They’ll think they re some sort of mrhtary unit,” sard the
- man who Wound his watch. '

“Should We run out, so the Amerrcans can see us”’ I asked ’

“They’ll shoot you,” said the bald, man.

“Stay put, Lrna' said Mother. “Do you understand me?”

She was-right. The NKVD- was h1d1ng us from the

Americans. We stayed in our jurtas ‘for more than five hours,

That’s how long it took for the American sh1p to be unloaded o

As soon as the ship sailed, the NKVD came screamrng for us

to get to work. There were supplies to be moved to the bakery
and NKVD barracks. I watched as the American shrp drifted

out of sight, puilling thoughts of rescue away Wlth it. 1 wanted

to run to the shore, Wavmg my arms, screaming.

The supplies were stacked on. large wooden pallets and N
stood as tall and wide as four homes in Kaunas. Food. It was
5o close. ]onas told me to keep an eye on the wood from the
‘pallet, that we could use it to build a door for our jurta,

The man who Wound his watch spoke Enghsh He trans-
- lated the markmgs on the containers. Canned peas, tomatoes,

butter, condensed milk, powdered eggs, sugar, flour, vodka,

whiskey. More  than three hundred Lithuanians and Finns
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moved mountains of fodd and supplies they would never again .

touch. How much food was there in America that a'ship could
drop such an enormous supply for fewer than twenty guards?
And now ‘the Americans had sailed aWay. Did they know the
Soviets’ gruesome secret? Were they turning the other cheek?

After the food, we moved supﬁ)lies%kefosene, fishing nets,

fur-lined coats, hats, thick leather gloves: The NKVDvwou'ld

bé cozy for the winter. The wind blew through my threadbare
coat. I strained to lift crate after crate with Jonas.
“Please, stop,” Mother told M. Lukas. .

“I'm sorry,” he said, winding his watch. “It calms me.”

“That’s not what I mean. Stop translating the words on

the crates. I can’t bear to know what we’re carrying anymore,”

* Mother said as she walked away.

“I want to know,” objected the bald man. “I want to know

~ what' mlght be available if the opportumty presents itself for -

one of you.”
“What does he mean?” asked Jonas.
. “Probably that he wants us to steal things for hlm, I said.
“She’s doing it again,” said Jonas.

“What’” T asked.

Jonas motloned to Mother. She was talkmg to Kretzsky
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JONAS FOUND AN EMPTY barrel floating in the Laptev
Sea. He was able to pull it ashore with a log. He rolled it up to |
our jurta. The men cheered.

“For a stove,” Jonas said, smiling. ‘

* “Good work, darling!” said Mother. -

The men set.to work on the barrel using’ empty tin cans
from the NKVD’s trash'to create a stovepipe.

It was risky to carry or save your bread ration when Ivanov . -
was around. He'loved to take bread rations. Three hundred -
grams. That’s all we got. Qﬁce, I saw him snatch a piece of
bread from an old woman in line“at the bakery. He popped
it into his mouth and chewed it up. She watched, her empty
mouth chewing along with his. He spit it on her feet. She

scrambled to pick up every chewed piece and eat it. Mrs.

Rimas said she heard Ivanov had been réassigned from a
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' prison in Krasnoyarsk The assrgnment in Troﬁmovsk had to

'be a demotion. Had Kretzsky also been demotedP 1 wondered

if Tvanov had been 4t the same prison as Papa
My stomach burned I longed for. the gray porrrdge they

, gave us on the train. I drew detarled prctures of food—steam--

ing chlcken with crispy, glazed skin, bowls of plums, apple

. cakes with crumbhng crusts. I'wrote down the details of the

American ship and the food it carried.

The NKVD set us to rolling logs out of the Laptev Sea. We
were to chop them up to dry for firewood. We weren t allowed:

atty wood for ourselves. We sat in our jurta facing the empty

stove. I saw plates with food being taken from our dinner table *
. and the pieces scraped into the trash. [ heard Jonas's voice say-

ing, But Mother, I'm not hungry when told to firish his dinner.”

Not hungry. When were we ever not hungry?

“T'm cold,” said ]anma

“Where can I ﬁnd it?” she asked.

“You can steal it. Near the. NKVD burldrng, he replred
“Thats where the others are getting it.” \

“Don’t send her to steal. T'll go find somethmg, I said.

“I'll come with you,’ ” said ]onas

“Mother? I expected her to protest.

“Hmm?” she said: '

“}onas and [ are going to ldok for wood.”

“All rrght dear,” she said softly

“Is Mother okay?” asked Jonas as we Walked out of our

mud hut.
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“Well go find some wood for the stove then‘ sard the bald .

Y

“She seems weaker and confused,” said ‘]onas.
I stopped: “]onas; have you seen Mother eat?"’
“I think so,” he said..

" “Think about it. We've seen her nibble, but she’s always
grvrng us bread,” I said: “Just yesterday she gave us bread. Sheé
said it was an additional ration she got for hauling logs.”

“Do you think she’s giving us her ration?” |

« ) ! . . .
Yes, or at least part of it,” I said. Mother was. starving

| herself to feed us.

~ The wind howled as we walked toward the NKVD burld-
1ng. My throat burned with each breath. The sun did not

appear. The polar night had begun. The desolate landscape

was painted in blues and grays by the moon. The repeater

kept saying we'had to make it through the first winter. Mother .

agreed. If we could make it through the ﬁrst winter, we'd sur-
vive, We had to endure the polar nrght and see the sun return.
“Are you cold?” asked ]onas

Freezrng The wind sliced through my clothing and

“stabbed at my skin.

“Do you want my coat?” he asked. “I think it will fit.”
I looked at my brother. The coat Mother had traded was
too big for him. He'd grow into it.
“No, then you'll be cold,” I sard ‘But thanks
~ “Vilkas!” Kretzsky He wore a long wool coat and carried
a canvas sack. '
“What are you doing?” he demanded.
Lookmg for driftwood to burn,” sa1d ]onas Have you
seen any?”

Kretzsky hesitated. He reached into the bag : and threw a
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‘plece of Wood at our shlns, Walklng away beforc we could -

say anything. . ,

That night, September 26, the first snowstorm arrived.

It lasted two ‘days. The wind and snow bellowed and blew
through the cracks in our jurta. The freezing tempc;atures

crept into my knees and hips. They-ached and throbbed, mak-

/ing it hard to move. We huddled together for warmith. The

‘repeater pushed in close. His breath smelled rotten.

“Did you eat fish?” asked the bald man. '
“Fish? Yes, a little fish,” said the man.

“Why didn’t you brmg any for us?” demanded the bald

man. Others also yelled at the repeater, calling him selfish.
- “Istole it. There was just a little. Only a little.”
“Liale doesn't like fish,” whispered Janina. I looked at her
Sheclawed her scalp.
“Does it itch?” I asked.

She nodded. Lice. It was only a matter of time before our
-entire mud hut was crawling with them.

We took turns digging a path out the front door to make

our way to the bakery for rations. I scooped up large amounts

of snow to melt for drinking water. Jonas made sure Mother -
ate her entire ration and drank water. We had been relieving
ourselves-outside, but with the snpwstofm‘ in full rage, we had

no choice but to sit on a bucket in the jurta. As a courtesy, the ,

sitter did not face us, but some argued the rear view was worse. -

D
A
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WHEN THE STORM broke, the NI‘{VD yelled at us to get

 back to work. We emerged from our mud hut. Even though it

was dark, the white snow bnghtened the charcoal landscape. -
But that’s all we could see—gray everywhere. The NKVD
ordered: us to roll and chop logs for firewood. ]onas and I
passed a jurta completely covered in snow. '
| “No, cried a woman outside. The' tips of her ﬁngers were
bloody, her fingernails shredded.
“Idiots. They built their door so. it opened out. When
it snowed, they tiapped themselves inside. The weaklings
couldn’t pull or claw the'door down!” Ivanov laughed slap-

ping his thigh. “Four of them are dead in-there! Stupld pxgs,

he said to another guard..

]onas s mouth hung open. “What are you lookmg att> "yelled

Ivanov. “Get to work.” ' - .
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1 pulled Jonas away from the crying woman and the snow-

covered. mound
“He was laughing. Those people died and Ivanov was laugh—

’

rng,” I said.
“Four people dred in the very first snowstorm,’ * said Jonas,

 looking at his feet. “Maybe more. We need more wood. \We

have to' make it through the winter.”

They split us into groups: had to walk three kilometers to
the tree line to find wood for the NKVD. The bald man was -
in my group We trudged through the snow, a dry crunchmg :

underfoot.
“How am [ expected to walk in thrs with my bad leg

I

complained the bald man.
I tried to fush ahead. I drdnt want to be stuck with hlm;
He would slow me down. .
“Don’t you leave me!” he said. “Give me your mittens.”
“Whae?” | !
“Give me your mittens. I don’t have any.”
_“No. My hands wrll freeze, I said, the cold already scrap-

. ing against my face.’ , ¢

“My hands are already freezing! Give me your, mittens.

It’s only for a few minutes. You can put your hands in your

N

pockets.” _ )
I thought about my brother offering me his coat, and

wondered if I should share my mittens with the bald man.

“Give me your smittens and I'll tell you somethrng, he

said.
" “What are you going to tell me?” I asked, suspicious.
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« Qo . . )
“Something you want to lmow ”

[
What would I want to know from you?” I asked.
Hurry, give me your mittens.” His teeth chattered. .

T Walked on, srlent l

“Just give me your damn mittens and I’ll tell you Why you

'

were deported!” o
I stopped and stared at him.
He snatched the mittens off my hands. Well dont Just

stand there Keep Walkrng or'we'll freeze to death. Put your
“hands in your pocketss” '
We wallked.-
« S ?”
“You knovv a Petras Vilkas?” he asked.

Petras Vilkas. My fathers brother. Joana’s father. “Yes',” I

“said. “He’s my uncle. Joana’s my best friend.”

“Who's Joana, his daughter?” -
Inodded. = - ' c

“Well, that’s Why you ‘re deported ‘he said, rubbrng the, “

mrttens together. “Your mother knows. She )ust hasn’t told you..

So there you have it.”

“What do you mean, that’s Why we're deported> How do,

. you know?” Tasked. ; ‘

“What does it matter how I know? Your uncle escaped

from_ Lrthuama before you Were-deported.”

“You're lying.”
((A‘ . N . ' . )
m I? § i
I Your aunt’s maiden name was German. So your

uncle’s family escaped probably repatrrated through Germany
Your father helped them ‘He was part of i it. So your family was,
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“then put on the list."So your father’s in prison, you’ll die here
in arctic hell and your best friend is ‘probably living it up in

America by now.”

~ What was he saying? ]oana escaped and went to AmerlcalP
How could that be possible? -

“Repatviate, if they can get away with it,” said my futher,

stopping abruptly when he'saw me in the doorway.

Dear Lzmz, I -
Now that the Christmas holzday is pzzs:ed life seems on

a more serious course, Father has boxed up most of bzs books,

mymg they take up too much space

-
{5.
."‘ 5

I t/aoug/)t of my lzz.rt birthday. Papa was /zzte coming tg.the
restayrant. ,
1 told him I had received npthing from foamz I noticed
' t/mt he stiffened ar the mention of my cousin. S/ye s probably
]ust busy,” he had mm’
“Sweden z'spreﬁ’mb/e, " said Mot/yer. ‘ _ | -
“It’s not pomble, said Papcz “Germany is tbez'r”onl.)‘(‘
choice.”
“Who's going to Germzzny? 7 yel[ed from tbe dznzng
room. '
Silence,
I thought all of Auntie’s family was in Germany,” I said.
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- “Apparently she has a relative in America. S/ﬂ; gets levters

from him. He's in Pennsylvania.”
It was possible.

Joana’s freedom had cost me mlnc.

“T'd give anythmg fora CLgarette, * said the bald man ‘

\
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“BUT WHY DIDN’T you tell rne?
“We were trying to protect your, uncle. They were gorng to
“helpus,” said Mother. - -
“Help us what?” asked Jonas. :
“Escape,” whrspered Mother
Thete was no need to lower our voices. Everyone pretended

to occupy themselves with their fingernails or clothing, but they

- could hearevery word. Only ]anrna watched intently. She sat on -

her knees next to Jonas, swatting lice off her eyebrows.

“When they got to Germany, they were going to process
papers for us to try to repatriate as well.”

“What s repatriate?” asked Janina.

“To go back to where your farnlly is orrgrnally frorn, Itold

- her.
“Are you German?” she asked Mother. .

'“No, dear. But my sister-in-law’s family was-born in
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Germany,” said Mother. “We thought we could get papers -

through them.”
“And Papa helped them? So he was an accessory? I asked. -
“Accessory? He committed no crime, Lina. He helped them

- They’re family,” she said.

“So is Joana'in GermanyP I asked

“Most likely,” said Mother. “It all went hornbly Wrong After '

they left, your father received reports in April that the NKVD

‘had entered and searched their house Someone must have

1nforrned the Soviets.”

“Who would do such thingﬁ” asked Jonas.
“Lithuanians who work with the Soviets. They give infor-
mation about other people in order to protect themselves?”
- Someone hacked and coughed in the hut.

“I can’t believe Joana didn’t tell me,” I said;

“Joana dida’t know! Surely her parents drdn t tell her. They '
feared she might tell someone. She thought they were going to .
visit a family friend,” said Mother

“Andrius said they thought his father had international

contacts. Now the Soviets think Papa has communication with

someone outside Lrthuanra, said Jonas quretly “That means

‘

he’s in danger.”

Mother nodded. Janina got up and -lay down next to her

" mother;

Thoughts swam through my brain. I couldn’t process. one
before another stepped over it. We were being punished while
Joana’s family lived comfortably in Germany We had given up

“our lives for theirs. Mother was angry that the bald man had

told me. She had trusted him with: the secret. He had given
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" spitting ashes out.of the barrel. -,

it up for five minutes of mittens. Hadn’t Mother and Papa

-thought to trust us? Did they consider the consequences before

they helped them ‘escape? I scratched at.the back of my head: -

Lice were biting a trail down the nape of my neck.. ‘
“How selfish! How could they do this to us?” I said.
“They had to give up things, too,” said']onas.

My mouth fell open. “What do you mean?”'I asked.,“They

gave up nothirig' We gave it all for them ?

“They gave up their home, Uncle gave up his store, ]oana A

gave.up her studies.” ,
" Her studies. Joana wanted to be a doctor as much as I'wanted

to be an artist. Although I could still draw, she could not

pursue medicine with 2 war raging in Germany. Where was
‘she? Did she know what had happened to us? Had the Soviets
managed to keep the deportations a secret from the world? If
* 50, how long Would that last? I thought of the American sup-
| ply ship, sailing vaway Would anjrone think to look for us in
the Siberian Arctic? If Stalin had his way, we’d be entombed" |

in the ice and snow.

I got my paper. I §21t near the ﬁfeligﬁt of the stove, Anger

.sizzled within me. It was so unfair. But I couldn’t hate Joana. It
‘wasn’t her fault. Whose fault was it? I drew two hands clutch-

. ing on to each other, yet pulling apart. I drew a swastika-on

her palm and the hammer and sickle on top of my hand the
Lithuanian flag shredded and falling in between.

- Iv‘heard a scraping sound. The man who wound his'watch

carved a small piece of wood with his knife. The logs popped,

~
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“It looks scratched,” said ]onks. He sat cross-legged on my bed,
looking at one of the Munth prints I had received ﬁom Oslo.

It is. He used bis pzzlette /emfe b0 scrape texture into the
canvas,” I said. . v ‘

s makes her look.. .. confused,” said Jonas. “If itwerent
scratched, she would look sad. But the scrabches make confusion,”

“Exactly,” I said, using long strokes to comb, through my
warm, clean-hair. “But to Munch, that made the painiing '
feel alive. He tvas 2 confused man. He didn’s care about pro-
portion, he wanted it to feel real.” -

]omzs ﬂzpped 10 the next print.. “Does this ﬁel real to you9
he said, his eyes wide:

Deﬁnztely, > I told h?m “T/Jats ml'led Ashes.”

T don't kenow about real. Maybe real scary, "said, ]omzs as he
got up to leave. “You know, Lina, T like your pamtmgs bérter
than these. These are too weird. Good mg/at.\' '

“Good night,” I said. I took the papers and flopped down
on my bed, sinking into my puﬁﬁlv goose-down duvet. A com-
ment in the margin from an art critic read, “Munch is prz—
marzly a lyric poet-in color. He feels colors, but does not see
them. Instéad, be sees sorrow, crying, and withering.” ‘

Sorrow, crying; and withering. I saw that in Ashes, 0o

I thought it was brilliant. -

-

Asﬁes I'had aﬁ idea. I grabbed a stick frorﬁ next to the stove.

I peeled back the outer skin to reveal the pulp. I separated
the fibers, formmg brlstles I grabbed a handful of snow from

outside the door and carefully mixed in ashes from the barrel.

The color was uneven, but made a nice gray Watercolor.
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NOVEMBER CAME. Mother’s eyes lacked their wink and .

“sparkle. We ‘had to work harder for her smile. It came only

“when her chin rested on the heel of her hand or when Jonas .

mentioned Papa in our evening prayers. Then she would lift

her face, the corners of her mouth turned up with hope I wor-

. tied for her.

At night, closed" my eyes and thought of Andrius. I saw ,

his fingers raking through his disheveled brown hair, his

nose tracing a line down my cheek the night before we left. I

remembered his wide smile when he teased me in the ration |

line. I saw his tentatrve eyes, handing me Dombey and Son,
and his reassurance as the truck pulled away. He said he’d find
me. Did he know where they had taken us? That they laughed
and wagered upon our deaths? Find me, 1 whispered. -

The man who wound his watch looked at the sky. He

said-a storm was comlng 1 believed him, not because of the
pale gray of the sky, but because of the bustle of the NKVD
They shouted at us. Their “davais” pushed with an urgency

~+ Even Ivanov was upon us. Normally, he shouted orders from

* afar. Today, he hastened to and from the barrack, coordrnatrng

every effort.

Mrs. Rrrnas trred to negotrate advance rations for the impend- -

. ing'storm.

Ivanov laughed “If there’s a storm, you won’t work. Why
should you get a ratlonP” B , , :
“But how erl we sturvive without bread?” asked. Mrs leas

“Idon’t know. How will you?” said Ivanov. .

I-pilfered wood from the NKVD barracks. There was no |

other way. We would need a ot for the: storm. I went back for

' more Snow began to fall. :

That’s When I saw it.

~ Mother stood, talkrng to Ivanoy and Kretzsky behind the
'NKVD barracks What was she dorng> I stepped out of srght

and squrnted to see. Ivanov spit on the ground, He then leaned

close in to Mother’s face. My heart began to pound Suddenly,

- he hfted his gloved hand to his temple, mockrng a gun firing,
- Mother flinched. Ivanov threw his head back and laughed He

walked into the NKVD barracks. / ‘
Mother and Kretzsky stood motionless, snow falling all

around them. Kretzsky reached out and put a hand on her

shoulder. I saw his lips moving. Mother’s knees buckled. He |
caught her by the waist. Her face contorted and fell against his o
- chest. She pounded hrs shoulder wrth her fist.
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“MOTHER‘” I screamed, running toward her I trrpped
over-the fifewood tumbling from under my coat.
1 grabbed her from Kretzsky, pulhng her to me. Mother
We fell to our knees. '
© “Kostas, ’ she sobbed.
I stroked her hair, huggmg her to me. Kretzsky s boots

- shifted. T looked up at him.

“Shot. In Krasnoyarsk prison,” he said.
The air crushed in around me, pushing my body deep

into the snow. “No, you're wrong,” I said, my eyes search- -

ing Kretzsky’s. “He’s coming to get us. He’s on his way. He's

wrong, Mother! They think he’s dead because he has left He

'))

got my drawmgs He’s coming for us!
“No.” Kretzsky shook his head 5
I'stared at him. No?. R 3
‘Mother wept, her body chuggrng into mine. :
“Papa” The word barely escaped my lips.
Kretzky took a step closer, reaching to help Mother

~ Loathing purged from my mouth. “Get away from her! Stay
caway. hate you. Do you hear me? I HATE YOU!” .
Kretzsky stared at Mother. “Me, to.o,” he said. He walked - -
. away, leaving me on the ground with Mother. ‘
We sank decper, snow blanketing us, the wind sharp against -

our faces like needles. “Come, Mother. A storm is coming.”

'Her legs couldn’t carry her. Her ‘chest heaved with every step,
. throwmg us off balance. Snow whirled around us, limiting

my sight.

“HELP ME!” I screamed Somebody, PLEASE!” 1 heard |
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nothmg but the wail of the winds. Mother, match my steps
Walk with me. We must get back. There’s a storm.”

Mother didn’t walk. She just repeated my father’s name 4
into the falling snow. - ‘

“HELP!” | |

“Elena?” b o

It was Mrs. Rimas.

“Yes! We’re here. Help us!” I cried. ,

Two figures emerged through the Wall of wind and snow.

“Lina?”

“Jonas! Please!”
My brother and Mrs Rimas came through the snow; therr
arms extended. ,

“Oh dear God, Elena!” said Mrs. Rimas.

We dragged Mother into our jurta. She lay facedown on a

wood plank, Mrs. Rimas at her side, Janina peering over her.

“Lma, what is it?” said Jonas, terrrﬁed ‘

I stared blankly

“Lina?” ‘ _

I turned to my brother. “Papa.”

“Papa?” His face fell.

1 nodded slowly. I couldr’t speak. A sound came out of my
mouth, a twisted, pitiful moan. This wasn’t happemng. This
couldn’t be happening. Not Papa. I had sent the drawings.

I saw Jonas’s face rewind before rhe. He suddenly looked
his age, vulnerable: Not like a young man fighting for his fam-
ily, smoking books, but like the little schoolboy who ran into

my bedroom the nrght we were taken. He looked at me, .then
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art Mother He Walked over to her, lay « down, and carefully put

his arms around her. Snow blew through a crack in the mud

\

falling on their hair.
Janina Wrapped her arms around my legs. She hummed

softly. _ :
“I'm sorry. So sorry, sard the repeater

!
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I COULDN’T SLEEP. I couldn’t speak. Every time I closed my
eyes, I saw Papa’s face, battered, peering down from the bath-

foom hole on the train, Coumge, Lina, he said to me. Exhaustion

' and grief inched heavily into every fiber of my body, yet I was |

wide awake. My mind flickered as if on short circuit, spitting
never—endmg images of anguish, anxiety, and sorrow at me..
. How did Kretzsky know? There was a mistake. It was
another man, not Papa. It was possible, right? I thought of
Andrius, searchrng the train cars for his father. He thought it
was possible, too. I wanted to tell Andrius what had happencd
I put my hand in my pocket and clutched the stone.

My drawings had failed. I had failed.

I tried to sketch but couldn’t. When I'started to draw, the

- pencil moved by itself, propelled by something hideous ‘that

lived inside of me. Papa’s face contorted. His mouth pulled

in agony. His eyes radiated fear, I drew myself, sereaming
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o at Kretzsky My lips twisted. Three black snakes with fangs '

spurted out of my open mouth I hrd the drawings in Dombey
and Son. ' '

Papa was strong He was a patrrot ‘Did he ﬁght> Or was he I

* unaware? Did they leave him in the dirt like Ona? I‘ wondered

if Jonas had the same questions. We didn’t 'dis‘cuss it. I'wrote a

letter to Andrrus, but it became smudged with tears.

'The storm raged The wind and icy snow créated a deafen— |

ing roar of white noise. We dug a path out the door to collect

our rations. Two Frnns, lost in the blizzard, couldn’t find their
jurta: They squeezed into ous. . One had dysentery. The stench
made me gag. My scalp was crawling with lice.

On the second day, Mother got up and insisted on shovehng

- the door. She looked drawn, like a part of her soul had escaped.

“Mother, you should rest, " said Jonas. I can dig through the
snow.” ‘
© “It does no good to lie here,” said Mother. “There is work
o be done. I must do my part.” | | -
" On'the thrrd day of the storm' the'man who wound his

! watch directed the two Finns back to their jurta,

“Take that bucket outsrde Wash it out in the snow,” the
bald man told me.
“Why me?” I asked
' “We 1] take turns,” said Mother “We i} all have to do 1t
T took the bucket’ out.into the darkness‘ The Wrnds had

' retreated ‘Suddenly, T couldn’t breathe. The moisture in my
nostrils had frozen. This was only November. The polar night .

would last until the beginning of March. The weather would

~ get worse. How could we withstand it? We had to make it
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through the first winter. I: hurried"vv‘ith rny bucket duty and |

returned to the j jurta. T felt like Janina, whispering to Papa at

- night hke she whispered to her dead doll.

. Novernber 20. 'Andrius’s birthday. I had counted the days care-

fully. T wished hirnI a happy birthday when I woke and thought
about him while hauling logs during the day. At night, I sat by

the light of the stove, reading Dombey and Son. Krasivaya. I - |
A_ still hadn’t found the word. Maybe I'd find it if I jumped
ahead. I flipped through some of the pages. A rnarkihg caught '

my eye. I leafed backward. Sornething was written in pencil in
the margin on page 278. 2
- Hello, Lina.. You've gotten 1o page 278. Thar's pretty good! |

I gasped, then pretended I was engrossed in the book. I

looked at Andrius’s handwriting. I ran my finger over his elon-
gated letters in my name. Were there moré? I knew I should
read ofward. 1 couldn’t wait. T turned through the pages care-
fully, scanning the margins.
Page 300:
Are you really on page 300 or are you s/ezppmg abeid now?
I had to'stifle my laughter
Page 322:
Dombey and Son 7s borzng Admit it,
Page 364:.
I'm thinking of you.'
" Page 412:
_ Are you maybe thinking of me? " |
I closed my eyes.

‘ Yer, I'm t/ﬂznkzng of you. szppy bzrt/?day, Andrius. -
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I;I‘ WAS MID- DECEMBER Winter had us in its jaws. The
repeater had frostbite. The tips of his ﬁngers were puckered, jet
black.' Gray, bulbous lumps appeared on the end of his nose.
We wrapped ourselves in every piece 'of clothing and rags WZ
could find. We tied our feet in old fishing nets that had washe
ashore. Everyone bickered in the jurta, getting on each other’s
ner\:rsnall children began dyrng Mother took her ration to a

hed,
starvrng boy. He was already dead, his tiny hand outstretche

d no doctor or nurse in
‘waiting for a piece of bread. We ha

m. He
camp, only a veterinarian from Estonia, We relied on hi .
b
no
did his best, but the conditions were unsanitary. He ha :

medicine.
Tyanov and the NKVD wouldn’t step msrde our Jurtas

They yelled at us to leave the dead outside the door.-‘ “You're -

i
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all filthy pigs. You hve in filth. It’s no Wonder you’ re dyrng

Dysentery, typhus, and scurvy crawled i Into: camp Lice

feasted on our‘open sores. One afternoon, one of the Finns -

left his wood chopping to urinate. Janina found him swinging -

from a pole. He had hanged himself with a fishing net.

We had to ‘trek farther and farther to ﬁnd wood. We were -

_hearly five kilometérs from camp. At the end of the day Janina
clung by my side. o

“Liale showed me something,” she said. "

“What's that?” I said, stuffing twigs into my pockets for
our stove and my paintbrushes.

Janma looked around. “Come here. T'll show you.”

 She took my hand and walked me into the snow. She

’ reached out her mitten, porntrng

“What is it?” I asked. My eyes scanned the snow.
“Shh. .” She pulled me closer and pointed.:
I saw it. A huge owl lay in the snow. Its white feathers
blended so well that at first I didn’t see ic. Its body looked to be

" niearly two feet long, The large raptor had tiny brown speckles
. on its head and trunk.

“Is he sleeprngP asked Janina.

‘I think it’s dead,” I replied. I took a stick from my pocket |

and poked at the wing. The owl didn’t move. “Yes, it’s dead.”
~ “Do you think we should eat him?” asked ]amna

At first I was shocked. Then I imagined the plump body, |
roasting in our barrel, like a chicken, I poked at it again. I

grabbed its wmg and pulled. It was heavy, but slid across the

[y

SNow,

‘i
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“No' You can’t drag hrrn "The NKVD will see. They’ll
take him 2 away from us,” said Janina. “Hide him in your coat.”

“]anma, this owl is enormous. I can’t hide him in my coat.”
The thought of a dead owl in my coat rnaderrne shiver.

“But 'm so hungry,” cried ]anrna PleaseP I'll walk in front

of you. No one will see.”

Iwas hungry, too. So was Mother. So was ]onas I leaned 2

over the owl and pushed its wings against its belly. It was Stiff
Its face looked sharp, menacing, I didn’t know if I could put

it against my body. I looked at ]anina. She nodded, her_eyes .

wide.

1 glanced around. Unbutton my coat.” Her little hands
set to work. ‘

1lifted the dead raptor and held i it against my chest. Shivers

: of revulsion rolled through my body: “Hurry, button me up.”
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She couldn t button the coat. The owl was too large. I could
barely get my coat around its body. -

“Turn himaround, so his face doesn’t stick out,” said Janina;
“He'll blend i in with the snow. Let’s hurry.” '

. Hurry? How was I supposed to walk five kilometers, preg-

nant ‘with a dead owl, without the NKVD noticing? “Janina,

slow down. I can’t walk fast. It’s too big.” The horned beak
poked at my chest. Its dead body was_creepy. But I was so
hungry.

Other deportees looked at me.

“Our mamas are sick. They need food. Will you help usP
explalned Janina. _

People I didn’t know formed a circle around me, shelter-
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ing me from view. They escorted me safely back to our Jurta,

undetected. They didn’t ask for anything. They were happy .

to help someone, to succeed at something, even if they weren't -

to benefit. We'd been trying to touch the sky from the bottom

of the ocean. I realized that if we boosted one another, maybe K

we'd get a little closer.

Janina's mother plucked the owl. We all crowded around

the makeshift stove to smell it cook.

“Tt smells like a duck, don’t you.think?’% said ]ongs. “Let’s-

pretend it’s duck.”

The taste of warm meat was heavenly. It didn’t matter that

it was a bit tough; the experience lasted longer because we had

to chew. We imagined we were at a royal banquet
“Can’t you just taste the gooseberry marinade?” sighed Ms.
eras - ‘ ,
~ “This is wonderful. Thank you, L1na, said Mother.
- “Thank Janina. She found the owl,” I said.
| “Lidle found him,” cotrected Janina.
_ “Thanks, ]anrna' said Jonas.
Janina beamed, holding a fistful of feathers.

1
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' CHRISTMAS CAME. We had niade it halfway through win--

ter. That was something to be grateful for.

The weather continued, relentless. Just as one storm passed,
another queued at 1ts heels. We lived the life of penguins,
freezing under layers of ice and snow. Mrs. Rimas stood out-
side the bakery. The smell of butter and cocoa made her cry.
The NKVD made cakes and pastries in their bakery. They

ate fish, drank hot coffee, ahd enjoyed canned meats and veg-

ctables from America. After a.meal, they’d play cards, smoke
.' 'cigarettes, maybe a cxgar, and drink a snifter of brandy. Then
-they’ d light the fire in “their brick barracks and cover them-

selves with their fur blankets, - ‘
" My drawings became smaller. T didn’t have much. paper

Mother didn’t Have much energy. She couldn’t even sit up for

the Kuc1os Christmas celebration. She had laln t00 1ong Her

!
i
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hair was frozen to a board. She dnfted in and out of sleep,‘ ‘

Waklng only to blow a kiss when she felt us near

The lice brought typhus. The repeater fell ill. He 1n31sted'

~on leaving our jurta,

 “You're such nice people. It’s too dangerous for you all.
Dangerous,” he said. ' '
“Yes, get out of here,” said the bald man. ’

He moved to a jurta where people had similar symptoms—
fever, rash, some delirium, Mis. Rimas and I helped him walk,

Four days later, I saw his naked body, eyes wide open,
stacked in a heap of corpses. His frostbitten hand was miss-
ing. White foxes had eaten into his stomach, exposmg his
innards and staining the snow with blood.

1 turned and covered my eyes.

-

| “Lina, please take those books off the table,” said Mother.
T can’t stand to see such ghastly ‘z'mages, not at breakfast.”
But that’s what inspired Edvard Munch’s art, He saw
these images not as death, but as birth, ” I'said.
| “Offthe table,” said Mother.
Papa chuckled behind his newspaper.
“But Papa, listen to what Munch said,”
Papa lowered the newspaper. :
1 turned to the page. “He said, From my rottmg boa’y
' ﬂowers shall grow, and I am in shem and that is eternity.

Isn’t that beautiful?” ~ ' R

Papa smiled at me. ‘Ybu re bezzutzﬁd because you see it
that way.” o '

Nsl
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- Jonas?”

* “Lina, take t/ae books off the sable, p[eﬂse, " said Motber
Papa winked a at me. .

~

“We must do something!”'I ¢ried to Jonas and Mrs. Rimas.

“We can't let people die like this.”

“We'll do. our best. That's all we have, sard Mrs. Rimas.
“And we’ll pray for a miracle.” ,

“No! Don't talk like that. We Wlll survrve, 1 said. “Rrght,
Jonas riodded.

“Are you feeling uniwell?” T asked him.

o

““I'm fine,” he replied.

., That ‘night, I sat with Mother s head in my lap Lice

marched’ trrumphantly across her forehead. I flicked them off.

© “Did you apologize?” asked Mother, gazrng at me through
heavy eyelids.

“To whom?”

‘ “To Nikolai. You told hrm you hated him.”

“T do hate him,” T said. “He could help us. He chooses not
to” : ’_ . ' '
“He helped me,” said Mother softly.
I looked down at her.:

.. “That day when 1 Went to meet the grouchy woman com-

ing back from the village, it was dark. Some NKVD drove by.

'They began to taunt me, They lifted my dress. Nikolai came.

He shooed the others off. He drove me the rest of the way. I
begged him to find news of your father. We met the grouchy.

woman on the road inthe dark. Nikolai dropped us three kilo-
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meters from camp. We walked the rest of the way. See,” she

- said, lifting her face to mine, “that helped me. And I think the

commander found ot about it. Nikolai was punished for it. I

think that’s why he’s here.” _
“He deserves to be here. Maybe he'll get. srck and everyone

Cwill i 1gnore hlm. Then' he'll see how it feels. He could get a

doctor for us!”
' “Lina, think of what your father would say. A wrongdoing
doesn’t give'us the right to do wrong, You know that.”
I.thought about Papa. She was rrght He would say some-
thing like that. ’
]onas walked into the j )urta “How is she?” he asked
I put wy | hand on Mother’s forehead She strll has a hrgh

fever” -

“Datling,” said Mother to ]onas‘. “I'm so very eold. Are you '
" cold?”
Jonas took off hrs ‘coat and handed it to me..He lay down

beside Mother, wrapprng himself around her. “Okay, put

the coat on top of us. Get the small hide frorrr Ulyushka,” said

s

]onas.
“Ulyushka, sard Mother fondly.
“T'll warm you, Mother, said Jonas, krssrng her cheek. .

“[ feel better already,” she said.
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I PRACTICED THE Russian words. Doctor Mm’zcme Mot/aer

Please. My stomach jumped. clutched the stone Iheard

Andrius’s voice. Don't give them anything, Lina. Not even your fear
It wasn't Just Mother. The man who wound his watch was

- sick. Janina’s mother was sigk. If I.could just get some medi-

cine. T hated the thought of asking them for anything. The

NKVD had killedPapa I hated them for it. I couldn’t let them

do the same to Mother.
T saw Kretzsky near the NKVD. barracks. He stood: with

Ivanov. I Warted Twanted to speak to Kretzsky alone. Ttme

passed. I had to go to work in order to get my ration. I trudged B

 through the snow toward them.

"~ “Look, it’s a little pig,” said Ivanov.

“My mother is sick,” I sard
““Really?” he said, felgnlng concern. “I think I know some-

thmg that mrght help

o312

I looked at hrm 4

“Give her plenty of sunshrne, fresh frurts, and lots of veg-

- etables.” He laughed at his own sick joke.”

“We hieed a doctor. We need medicine,” I said, shrverrng
“What else do you need? A bathhouse? A schiool? Well,
you better get building. Davail™
I looked at Kretzsky.

“Please, help me. We need a doctor. We need medrcme My; '
- mother is sick.” ’ :

“There is no doctor, sard Kretzsky J
~“Medicine,” I said. * “We need medicine.”

“Do you want another twenty yedrs?” velled Ivanov, ¢ Tcan *
¥ Y ¥ b4

. give you that. No bread today, you ingrate. Get to work! Davail!”,

I didn’t geta doctor. I didn’t get medlcrne Ilost my ration

‘and humiliated myself in the process. i began Walkrng away

from ‘the barracks. T had forgotten what the sun felt like on my

face: When 1 closed my eyes, I could see sunlight in Lithuania,

and on Andrius’s haif. But I couldn’t imagine the sun on'the

Laptev Sea. Even if we did make it through the Wrnter, would [

I couldn’t lose Mother I would ﬁght I would do Whatever
it took. She trembled, slipping in and out of sleep. Jonas and I

sandwiched her between us, trying to warm and comfort her.

Mrs. Rimas heated bricks to warm her feet: Janina prcked the

lice off her eyelashes
. The bald man leaned over and tucked his ration under

Mothers hand. “Come on, woman. You're better than thlS

’You ve got chrldren to take care of, for God’s sake, he sard
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" we have the strength to build thmgsP Could we really build a |
o bathhouse and a school? Who would be’ left to teach? - '
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" Hours passed. Mother’s teeth chattered Her lips turned
blue. !

“I-Jonas, keep this.” She handed him Papas wedding band:

“Its full of love. Nothlng is more 1mportant

" Mother’s trembling increased. She whimpered between

breaths “Please,” she pleaded staring at us Wlth urgent eyes.

Lo

“Kostas.” -

" We held her between us, our arms curled around her with- |

ered body

]onas breathed quickly. His frrghtened eyes searched rnine.
“No,” he whispered. “Please.”

Ruta Sepetys

JANUARY 5. Jonas, held Mothcr through the loncly morn-

ing hours, rockrng her gently, as she used to do with us Mrs

Rimas tried to feed her and massage circulation i into hcr limbs.

- She couldn't eat or speak. I'warmed bricks and shuttled them.

back and forth from the stove. I sat next'to her, rubbing her

‘hands and telling stories from home. T desctibed every room

in our house i in detail, even the pattern on the spoons in the

kitchen drawer. “The cake is in the oven baking and it’s hot

in the kitchen, so you've decided to open the window over the

sink and let the warm breeze in. You can hear children playing

E outsrde, I told hcr

’

Later that mornrng Mothers breathing became increas-
rngly labored.’ '
“Warm | more bricks, Lrna, my brother told me. “She’s too

cold.”
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Suddenly, Mother looked up at Jonas. She opened her

R Mirs. leas began to cr .S =t E .
mouth. Not a sound came out. The trembling stepped Her ’ " : e ena She Was—so deaf’ *

- 'good to everyone.

shoulders relaxed and her head fell agamst him. Her eyes faded “Please, don't let them take her body;”said Jonas o M.

Rimas. “T want to bury her. \We can't let her be eaten by foxes.”
“We'll bury her,” I assured ]onas through my tears, “We’ll
make a coffin. We'll use the boards we sleep on.”

Jonas nodded.

. The bald rnan stared blankly, and for onoe; _said' nothing.

toa hollow stare
Mother> Isatd moving closer.”
Mrs. Rimas touched her hand to Mother’s neck

Jonas began to cry, cradling her in his eleven-year-old -

arms. Small thmpers became deep, racking sobs, shakmg his
entire body.

1 lay down behmd him, hugging hun .
Mrs. Rimas knele beside us. “The Lord is my shepherd I

shall not want,’ > she began

“She looks pretty,” said ]ona.v, standing at the side of
Gmndmas coffin. “Papa, does ihe know I'm here?”

“She does,” said Papa, puttmg bis arms around us. “She’s- o
wzztc/azng from above.” g

“Mother,” cried ]onas E
illed- h k. ' . - . .
Tears spie down [y CRECs. Jonas looked up toward the ceiling and then. to Papa. B y

“She had a beautiful spmt, ’ said the man Who wound h1s P 4 S
. Remember last summer, when we Sflew the kite?” said

Papa. .
]onla.r nodded. . \ Co a ‘

“The wind came and I yelled to you that it was tz'me I.
told you to. loosen your grip. The string started unwmdmg,
and the wooden spool spun through your hands, remember? |
The kite went higher and higher. I had forgotten, to tiel the
string to the spool. Do you remember what happened?” L e

. “The kite disappeared up into.the sky,” said Jonds. o Pyl
days of my life: and I will dwell i 1n the house of the Lord forever. . . ' : .Exd.d/}h 7.7'74“ what happens w/m? pecple die, Thei ' |
| 9 ‘ : spirit flies up into-the blue shy,” said Papa. : Sie

“Maybe Grandma found the h’te, ” said Jonas. 4 B

“Maybe,” said Papa.

Watch
Janina stroked my hair,
" “Ilove you, Mother,” I Whlspered 1 love you, Papa '
;o .~ . Mrs. Rimas continued. .
| - “Yea, though I Walk through the \}alley of the shadow of death, -

1 will fear no evil: For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff,
they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before.me in the pres-
ence of 1 mine enemies; ‘thou anointest my head with oil; my cup

runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the

“Amen.”

It. descrlbed Mother perfectly. Her cup overﬂowed with

- love for everyone and everything around her, even the enemy.

Ruta §'epetys . )
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. The bald man sat, his elbows on his knees, talking to hirh—
self. “Why is it so hard to die?” he asked. “Thelped turn you
'in. I said ‘No’ too late I saw the lists.”
" Mrs. Rimas spun aroind. What”’ ‘
- He nodded. “They asked me to confirm peoples profes—

sions. They asked me to hst the teachers, lawyers, and mrhtary
" who lived nearby.”

-“And you'did it?” I said
]onas held Mother, still crying.

T told them I would,” said the bald man. “And then I
K changed my mmd 7 ' ,
“You traitor! You pathetlc old man!” I said:
“Pathetic, and yet I survive. Surely, my survival i is my pun—
ishment. That has to be it. This woman closes her eyes and.
she is gone. Ive wished for death since the first day, and yet I

survive. Can it really be so.hard to die?”

‘ Rum’Se])e,tyr . 1 !
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1 WOKE, UNEASY. The night had been unkind. T slept next :
to Mother’s body, muffling my sobs so as not to scare Jonas.
. 'My beautiful mother—I would never see her smile again, feel
“her arms around e I already missed her voice. My body fele

hollow, like my sluggish heartbeat was bouncing and echoing,

“through my vacant,- aching limbs.
The bald man’s questions kept me awake in thought. Was

it harder to dre, or harder to be the one who survrved? I was

sixteen, an orphan in Siberia, but I knew. It was the one thing

I never questioned. I wanted to live. T wanted to see my brother

grow up. I wanted to see 'Lithuania again. T'wanted to see
Joana. I wanted to smell the lily of the valley on the. breeze
beneath my window. I wanted to paint in the fields. T wanted
to see Andrius with my drawrngs. There were only two pdséj—
ble outcomes‘in Siberia. Success meant survival. Failure meant

death. T wanted life. 1 wanted to survive.
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' Part of me felt guilty. Wias it selfish that I wanted to liv'e;
even though my parents were gone? Was it selfish to have wants

beyond my family being togetherP I vas now the guardlan of

| my eleven-year-old brother. What would he do if1 pensheclP

After worl, Jonas helped the man who wound lllS watch -

noake a coffin. Mirs. Rimas and I prepared Mother.

“Is thete anything left in her suitcase?” asked Mrs. Rimas.
~ “T don’t think so.” I pulled Mother’s suitcase from under '

the board she lay on. I was wrong. Inside were fresh, clean

clothes. A light dress, silk étockirtgs, shoes without scuffs, her

tube of lipstick. There was also a man’s shirt and tie. Papa’s

" clothes. I began to cry.

Mrs. Rimas brought her hand to her mouth. “She really

intended to return home.” SR
I looked at Papa’s shirt. I lifted it to my face. My mother'

© was freezing. She could have worn these clothes. She kept them,

to retum to Lithuania.i in a clean set of clothes..

- Miss. Rimas pulled out the silk dress Thts is lovely we'll -

put this on her.”

I took Mothct s coat off of her. She had worn. the coat since
the mght we were deported. Stitch marks and stray threads
pocked the inside where she had sewn in our valuables I lifted
the fabric of the lining. A few papers remained.

“Those are deeds to your home and property in Kaunas,”

 said Mrs. Rimas, looking at the paperwork. “Keep them safe. "

You'll need them when you go-home.”
There was another small piece of paper. 1 unfolded it.

It was an address in Blb_erach Germany.
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“Germany. That has to be-where my cousin is.”

“Probably, but you mustn’t write to that address,” satd Mrs

Rimas. “It could get them in trouble

That mght, Jonas and 1 stole shovels and. ice picks’ from ,
_ outslde the NKVD barracks. - It has to be someplace we’'ll

remember,” I told h1rn ‘Because we're taking her body back to .

Lithuania with us.” We walked to a lictlé hill near the Laptev

Sea. o ) 4 ‘ -
“This has a nice view,” sald Jonas, “We’ll remember this.”
"We dug all night, chipping"away at the ice, cligging as deep

as we could. As mornirig approached, Mrs. Rimasand the man

who wound: his watch arrived to help. Even ]anina and the

. bald man came to'dig. The ice was so hard, the grave was fairly

shallow:

The next morning Mrs. Rimas shpped Mother’s Weddmgf
~band off her finger. “Keep this. Bury it with her when you

take her back home

We carried the cofﬁn out of the’j )urta and Walkecl slowly

through the snow toward the hill. Jonas and I held the front, -

Mrs. Rimas and the man Who wound h1s watch held the center,

and the bald man carried the back. ]amna trailed bes1de me.
People joined us. I didn’t know them. They prayed for Mother.
Soon, -a large procession walked behind us. We passed the

| NKVD barracks. Kretzsky talked with guards.on the porch.
He saw us and stopped talking. I Jooked ahead and Walked_

toward the cold hole in the ground : "

_ICE AND ASHES
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1 PAINTED A MAP to the gravesite usrng the ash mixture and
a feather from the owl. Mother’s absence left-a gaping hdle, a
mouth missing its fri)rrr tooth. The eternal grayness in camp
became a shade darker. Amidst the polar night, our only sun

. had slipped under a cloud.

“We could diown ourselves, said the bald man. “That '

would be easy, right?”
No one responded.. .
“Don’t ignore me, girl!” -
 “P'm

m not ignoring you. Don’t you undefstand? We're all tired

of you!” I said.

'

| I was so very tired. Mentally, physically, emotionally, Twas’
tired. “You always talk of death and. of us killing ourselves.

said.
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Haven’t you ﬁgured it out> We're not interested in dying,” I

" trying not to make a sound.

“But 'm interested!” he insisted.

“Maybe you don’t really want to die,” sard Jonas. Maybe
you just think you deserve to.”
" The bald man looked up at Jonas and then at me

“You think of nothing but yourself If you want to kill

yourself, what's keeping you?” I said. Srlence sat between our

stares.

“Pear,” he said. -

Two nights after we buried Mother, there was a whistle oft the

air. A storm would arrive tiie next day. I bundled in all that I

could find and set out into the blackness to steal wood from
the NKVD building. Each day, when chopprng dnd delivering

wood, we dumped extra behind the pile. It was understood

that if someone was brave enough to steal it, it was there. A~

man in group twenty-six got caught stealing wood. They sen-

tenced him to an additional five years. Five years for one log. -
It could have been fifty. Our sentences were dictated by our -

survival. |

I walked toward the NKVD barrack rnakmg a wide circle

to arrive at the back, close to the woodpile. My face and ears
~were wrapped in a cloth, with only my eyes exposed I wore

Mother’s hat. A figure.scurried past me, carrylng a large plank

of wood. Brave. The planks were leaned up against the bar-
racks. I turned near the back of the woodpile. I stopped. A
figure in a long coat stood behind the giant stacks of wood. It

. was 1mposs1ble to see in the darkness ] turned slowly to leave, .

!
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1

“Who'’s there? Show yourself! ”

I turned around. ’
“Group number?” he demanded
“Eleven,” I said, backmg away.

"Thé figure moved closer; “Vilkas?”-

I'didn’t respond He stepped toward me. I'saw his eyes under .

the large fur hat, Kretzsky.
" He stumbled and T heard swrshrng He carried a bottle.
“Stealing?” he asked, taking a swig. v |
I said nothing, , T ‘

“T can’t arrange for you to draW a portrart here. No one

' wants one,” said Kretzsky.

“You think I want to draw for you?”

“Why not?” he said. “It kept you warm. You got food And

you drew a nice, realistic portrart * He laughed.
“Realistic? I don t want to be forced to draw that Way \Why
was I even talking to hrm> I turned to leave.

“Your mother,” he said.
. Jl"

I'stopped.

She was a good woman. L. could see she used to be very’
| pretty.” ' ‘
I spun around. What do you rnean? She was always pretty!

It’s you that’s ugly. You couldn t see her beauty, or anyone else’s

for that matter" ‘
“No, I saw it. She was pretty. Krasrvaya ‘
‘No. Not that word. Twas supposed to learn iton my owin.
Not from ‘Kretzsky.
“It means beautiful, but with strength he slurred Unrque
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T couldn’t look at him. T looked at the logs. T wanted to
grab one. I wanted to smash hrm across the face, like the can

of sardines.

“So, you hate me?” He laughed S : ‘

How could Mother have tolerated KretzskyP She claimed -

he had helped her.
“1 hate me, too,” he'said.
* Iooked up. '

!

1

“You want to draw me lrke this? lee your beloved Munch?”- ..

he asked. His face looked puffy. I could barely understand his

\
slurred Russian. “T know about your drawings.” He pointed a

- shaky finger at me. “I've seen them all.”

-He knew about my drawings. “How drd you know about
‘my father?”.T asked.

He ignored my question.

“My mother, she was an artrst, t00,” he said, gesturrng with

the bottle. “But she is with yours‘—dead.”

“I'm sorry, "1 said rnstmctrvely Why did I say that> 1 drdn -
cate.

“You're sorry?” He snorted in disbelief, tucking the bottle,

under his arm and rubbing his gloves together. “My mother,

she was Polish. She died when I was five. My father is Russian.
He remarrred a Russian when I was six. My mother wasn’t even:

cold a yeat. Some of my mother’s relatives are in Kolyma I

was supposed to go there, to help them. That's why I Wanted

to leave the barge in Jakutsk. But now I'm here So, you ’re not

 the only one who is in prison.”

He took another long swig of the bottle. “You want to steal
‘ g swig ,
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~ Wood Vilkas?” He opened h1s arms.’ Steal wood.” He waved-
4 hrs hand toward the pile. “Davai.”

" My ears burned My eyelids strlng from the cold. I Walked

 to the woodpile.

“The woman. my farher marrred she hates me, too. She

‘hates Poles
Ttookalog. He: didn’t stop me. I began to prle Wood I heard
" a sound. Kretzsky’s back was turned the bottle hanging from -

his hand. Was he sick? I took a step away with the logs. I heard
it agarn Kretzsky wasn’t sick. He was cryrng

Leave, Lina. Hurry’ Take the wood. Just go. 1 took a step, o
leave him. Instead, my legs walked toward him, still holding the
,Wood. What was I doinig? The sound coming from Kretzsky
was uncomfortable, stifled.

“Nikolai” o _

He didn’t look at me. . ‘ ‘ o .

1 stood there, silent. “Nikolai » I‘reached out’from“uhder

the wood Iputa hand on his. shoulder “Pm sorry,” I finally \

_said.

W stood in the darkness, saying nothrng
T turned to leave hxm . ' s
“Vilkas.”

I turned.

“Pm sorty for your mother,” he said.

I nodded. “Me, too.”
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I HAD PLAYED through scenarios of how I would get back

at the NKVD, how I would stomp on the Soviets if I ever
had a chance. I had a chance I could have laughed ‘at him,

thrown wood at: hrm, splt in his face The man threw things at

me, humrhated me. I hated hrm, right? I should have tufned
and walked away I should have felt good 1nsrde I didn’t. The
sound of his crymg physrcally pamed me. What was wrong
withme? = , ‘ C ‘

1 told no one of the incident. The next day, Kretzsky was

gone. ' B : i _

February arrived. ]arnna was ﬁghtlng scurvy. Theé man. who
wound his watch had dysentery. Mrs.' Rimas and I tended
‘to them as best we could. Janina spoke to her dead dolly for

, hours, sometimes yelhng or laughrng After a few days she

stopped speakrng
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“What .are we to do?” I said to Jonas. “Janina’s getting sicker
) by the minute.” ‘ ' |
h He-looked at me. - o A .

“What is it2” I said. -

“I hdye the epots again,” he said.

- “Where? Let me see.” '

The scurvy‘spots‘had reappeared on Jonas’s stomach.
Clumps of his hair had fallen out.

“There are no tomatoes this time,” said ]onas Andrrus
isn’t here.” He started shakrng his head.

I grabbed my brother by the shoulders. “Jonas, listen to me.
We are going to live. Do you hear me? We’ Te going home.
We'te not going to die. (We're going: home to our house, and
we're going to. sleep in our beds wrth the goose—down comfort- -
ers. We will. All rlght?” '

“How wrll we live alone, wrthout Mother and Papa? he
asked. ‘

Auntre and Uncle. And Joana. They’ll help \We ll have
Auntie’s apple cakes and doughnuts with j )am inside. The ones
you like, okay?cAnd Andrius will help. us.”

]onas nodded.

“Say it. Say, We e going home.”

“We're going home,” repeated Jonas.

I hugged him, kissing the scabbed bald spot on his head
“Here.” I took the stone from Andrius out of my pocket and

':held‘it up to jonas. He 'seemed. dazed and didn’t take the

’

stone. .
.My stomach sank. What would I do? I had no medrcme
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Everyone was ill. Would I be the only one left alone with the
bald man? . L X ‘ '

We took turns gorng for rations. I begged at other | )urtas as
Mother had done on the beet farm. I walked into a Jurta Two

‘women sat amongst four people who were covered as if sleep—

ing. They were all dead.

“Please, don’t tell,” they pleaded “We want to bury them

-~ once the stofm .ends. If the NKVD discover they’re dead, =

they’ll throw them out into ‘the show.”
“I won’t tell,” I assured them.

The storm raged. The sound of the wind echoed between

_ my.stinging cars. The wind bléw so cold, like white fire.

fought my way back to our jurta. Bodies, stacked like ﬁre;

wood, were covered in snow outside‘the huts. The man who

wound his watch hadn’t returned.

“Tll g0 look for him,” I said to Mis. Rimas.

“He could barely walk,” said the bald man. “He probably
went to the closest jurta when the winds came. Don't risk it.”
 “We have to help one another!” I told him. But how could
I expect him, of all people, to understand? l

“You need to stay here. Jonas is not well.” Mrs. Rimas

looked over to Janina.

“Her mother?” I asked. o
“I took her to the typhus hut,” whrspered Mrs eras

I sat next to my brother. I rearranged the rags and ﬁshrng
nets he was covered with. ‘

“I'm so trred Lina,” he said. My gums hurt and my teeth
ache.” '
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“I know. As’'soon as the otorm ends, I'll .search for‘some
food. You need fish. Theres plenty of it, barrels. I j )ust need to

steal some.” Ly N

“I'm s-so cold,” said: Jonas, shlvermg “And I can 't stra1ghten '

my legs
I heated chunks of bnck and put them under his feet. I took

 a brick to Janina. Scurvy bruisings spotted her face and neck.

The tip of her tiny nose was black with frostbite.

I kept the fire going. It did little to help I could use only a
. small amount of wood, to save what we had. [ didn’t know how
long this storm would last. T looked at the empty spot where

- my mother had lain, Janina’s mother, the man who wound his : -

watch, the repeater, Large gaps had appealed on the ﬂoor of
the j jurta.

I lay next to Jonas, covering h1m with rny body as we had ,

done for Mother. I wrapped my arms around him, holdmg his
hands in;mineL The wind slapped againét our disintegrating
jurta. Snow blew in around us. ' ‘

It couldn’t end like this. It couldxt. What was life askmg

of me? How could I respond when I didn’t know the questlon> A

. “Ilove you,” I whispered to Jonas.
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“THE STORM DREW back a day later. ]onas could barely -

speak. My j joints were locked, as.if frozen. _
L “We have to Work today, said Mrs. leas “We need

rations, Wood

“Yes,” agreed the bald man.,

I knew they were right. But I wasn’t sure I had the strength
Llooked over at Jonas. He lay completely still on a plank, his
cheeks hollow, his mouth agape. Suddenly, his eyes opened
with a void stare.

onas? I said, sitting up qulckly

- A loud commotion stirred outside. I heard male voices and
shoutmg Jonas’s legs moved slighely. “It’s okay, I told hxm,
trying to warm his feet.

The door to our jurta flew open. A man leaned i in. He wore

civxhan clothmg——-—a fur-lined coat and a tthk, full hat.
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“Any's srck in here?” he said in Russran
-~ “Yes!” said Mrs. Rimas. We re sick. We need help
The man walked in. He carried a lantern ‘
| “Please,” I said. “My brother and this little girl have scurvy.
And we can’t find one of our friends.”
The man made his way' over to Jonas and Janina. He

exhaled lettrng out a string of Russian expletives. He yelled

_somethrng An NKVD stuck his head in the door.

“Fish!” he commanded “Raw fish for these little ones,
immediately. Who else is sick?” He looked at me.
“Pm okay,” I said.
“What's your name>
“Lina Vilkas.” ‘
: “How old are you?”
“Sixteen.” o :
He surveyed the situation. Im going to help you, but.

there are hundreds sick and dead. I need assrstance. Are there

‘any doctors or nusses in eampP

“No, only a vcterrnarran But—-” I stopped. Maybe he was

dead.
“A veterinarian? That s all?” He looked down, hakmg his

‘head. o
“We can help, said Mis. Rimas. “We can walk”

[}

“What about you, old man? I need teams of people to’

" make soup and cut fish. These children need ascorbic acid”

He hadjasked the wrong person. The bald man Wouldnt ,

help anyone. Not even himself.
He raised h1s head. “Yes, I will help, isard the bald man.
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I looked at h1m He stood up. :

“Twill help, as long as we tend to these children ﬁrst, sard
the bald man, pointing to Jonas and Janina.

The doctor nodded, kneeling to Jonas. «

“Will the NKVD allow you to help us?” I as_ked the doctor.
“They have to. I am an inspection officer. I could make a-

report to the tribunal: They want me to leave and report that
everything is fine here, that I saw nothing out of the ordinary,
That's what they expect.”. - t '

His hand moved qurckly toward me. I put up my palms,

] shreldrng myself.

“Iam Dr. Samodurov.” His hand was extended, for a hand-
shake. I stared at it, stunned by his show of respect. !
We worked under his supervision. That day we each had

2 bowl of pea soup and half a kilo of fish. He helped us. store
‘ ﬁsh for the upcoming storms and plot out a burial yard for

more than a hundred bodies, mcludrng the man who wound

" his Watch He had frozen to death. The doctor enllsted the :

' help of Evenks, native hunters and ﬁshermen, who lived less

than thirty kilometers away. They came on-sleds with dogs .
and brought coats, boots, and supphes

. After ten days he said he had to move on, that there were
other camps with deportees who were suffering. I gave him
all the letters I had written to Andrius. He said he would mail
them. o ' ’ -

“And your father> he asked

“He died in prison, in Krasnoyarsk.” |

“How do you know that?” he asked.

ICE AND ASHES
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“Ivanov told my mother.” .
“Ivanov did‘> Hmm,” said the doctor, shaking his head..
* “Do you think he was lymg? T'asked quickly. o
¢, “Oh, I dont know, Lina. T’ve been to a lot of pflsons and

' camps, none as remote as this, but there are hundreds of thou-

sands of people. I hedrd a famous accordion player had been

shot, only to meet him'a couple of months later in a prison.”

My heart leapt. “That’s What I told my mother. Maybe
Ivanov was wrong!”

“Well, I don’t know, Lina. But let’s )ust say I ve met a lot of
dead people.” ' v

I 'nodded and smlled unable to contam the fountam of
hope he had just g1ven me, :

“Dr. Samoduroy, how d1d you find us?” I asked h1m

“Nikolai Kretzsky, ‘was all he said.

Ruta Seperys

]ONAS' SLOWLY BEGAN to heal. TJanina was speaking again.
We buried the man who wound:his watch. I clung to the story

of the accordion‘ player and visualized my drawings making

‘their way into Papa’s hands.
I drew more and more, thinking that come sprmg, pet-

| haps i might be able to send off a message somehow. -

“You told me those Evenks on the sleds helped the doctor,”.

said Jonas, “Maybe they would help us, too. It sounds hke they

have a lot of supplies.”
Yes. Maybe they would help us.

I had a recurring dream. ] saw a male figure coming toward

me in the camp through the switling ice and snow. I always
“woke before 1 could see hlS face, but once I thought 1. heard

- Papa’s voice.
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" “Now, what sort of sensible gzrl smnds in the middle of the A

road when it’s snowzng’ _ ~ ' | . | ] | : o | i
“Only one whose father is late,” I teased. N : - S - o : ‘f;
Papa’s face appeared, frosty and red. He carried a smal[ | | ' ErrrocueE :

bundle of hay. -

{3
“I'm not late,” he said, putting bis arm araund me. I'm

' APRIL 25, 1995 KAUNAS, LITHUANIA
right on time.” : : o :

Lagie

I left the jurta to xchOP woéd. I began my w‘allki\t:hrqugh the . "Whatare you doing? Keep moving or we won’t ﬁnlsh today,” - ) : :
snow, five kilometers to the tree line, That's when I saw it. A tiny - : said the man. Construction vehicles roared behmd hlm ‘ i
slive; of gold appeared between shades of gray on the horizon. - “I found something,” said the dlgger, staring into the hole.
i staréd at the amber band of sunlight, smiling. The sun had\ : ‘He knelt down for a closer look
4 d _ : ' ‘ 1 “What i is it?” : o o ' : =
returne - ‘ ' - y
I closed my eyes. T felt An drlus moving close. “T'll see you, .4 “I don’t knovv ' The man hfted a wooden box from the,
’h " o ‘ : , o ground. He pried the hinged top open. and lookcd inside. He,
) Sj; I will see you Iwhlspered “Twill”? | L ~removed a large glass j Jar full of papers.-He opened the j jar
€s, I'w > . o]

" Ireached into my pocket and SqUCCZCd the stone. ‘ ~and began to read. o L o o -

Dear Friend, - - : ' '_
The writings and drawings you hold inyour hands R
. were buried in the year 1954, aﬁ‘er resurning ﬁom‘ Sz'berz'zz R &

T ’ , . ] with m brot/aer, where we were imprisoned for twelve ears.
, Ly ¥

There are many thousands of us, neatly all dead. Those - S
| | " o . ‘ alive cannot spmk Though we committed no oﬁ%me, we '
‘ ' 1 ‘ are viewed as criminals. Even now, spea/ezng of the terrors
. S ‘ o - we have experienced would result in our death. So we put
- : . - , o our trust in you, the person who discovers this capsule of

memories sometime in the fiiture. We trust you with truth,
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for contained herein is exactly thar—the truth ‘ ' AurHOR’sS NoTE " i

My husband, Andrius, says that evil will rule until good ‘ 1 ‘ ' - . i
men or women choose to act. I believe him. This testimony N o N S : a L
wri reate an absolute record, to speak in a world — > - Sy ‘ : ‘
was wrikten fo credte an 5 cord, 10 spear in C ““In the depth of winter, I finally learned that within me there lay i
where our voices have been extinguished. These writings may ' ' .

\ ' an invincible summer” . —Albert Camus |

- shock or horrify you, but that is not my intention. It is my \ : : ;
greatest hope that the pages in this jar stir your deepest well of ‘ oo ‘ o o : i
human compassion. I hope they.}?roné}t you. to do something, ‘ , . R o \ ) ‘E
10 tell someone. Only then can we ensure thas 1his kind of ‘ | n. 1939, the Soviet Un_ioﬁ occupied the Baltic states of %
évil is mever allowed to repeat ‘itself ILithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. Shortly thereafter, the ' ;»

S ‘ " Kremlin drafted lists of people considered anti-Soviet who - o
Sincerely, - o : o . ,

MrstmzArvydas- R " : B
. 9th day of July, 1954—Kaunas ‘

would be murdered, sent to prison, or deported into slavegy in
Siberia. Doctors, lawyers, teachers, military servicemen, writ-
ers, business owners, musicians, artisté, and even librarians -
were all considered anti-Soviet and were added to the growing
- ‘ 3 ‘ list slated for Wholesale extermination. The ﬁrst deportations

-took place on June 14, 1941.

- . o | : - : A " My father is the son of a Lithﬁanian military officer. Like ‘

Joana, he escaped with his parents through Germany into refu-

' - : — | gee camps. Like Lina, menibgrs of his family were deported. - ' :
| ' | " and imprisoned. The horrors the deportees endured were |
. o ' - | ghastly. Meanwhile, the Soviets ravaged their couﬁtriés§_ burn-

| | Y ing their libraries and destroying their churches. Caught

between the Soviet and Nazi empites and forgotten by the L
world, the Baltlc states simply dlsappeared from maps.
I took two trips to Lithuania to reseatch this book. I met with - -

family members, survivors of the deportations, survivors of the

. :
P : Lo
! ‘
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gulags, psychologists, historians, and government ofﬁciale.’ Many
‘of the events and situations I describe in the novel are experiences
related to me by survivors and their families, e)gperiences they said
were shared by many deportees across Siberia. Although the char-
actets in this story ate fictional, Dr. Samodurov is not. ‘He arrived ,
in the Arctic just in time to save many lives. o ’
Those who survived spent ten to fifteen years in Slbena
Upon returning in the mid-1950s, the Lithuanians found that
Soviets had occupied their homes, were enjoying all of their
belongings, and had even assumed their names. Everything
was lost. The returning deportees were treated as criminals.
They were forced to live i in restricted areas, and were under
constant surveillance by, the KGB, formerly the NKVD.

,.vSpeakmg about their experlence meant immediate imprison-. °

ment or deportatxon back to Siberia. As a result, the horrors .

they endured went dormant, a hideous secret shared by mil-

t

lions of people.
Like Linaand Andrlus, some deportees married and found

- comfort in knowmg looks and whispers in bed late at night. :

- Beautiful children, like Jonas and Janina, grew up in forced-
-labor camps ‘and returned to Lithuania as’ adults Countless
mothers and wives like Elena perlshed Brave souls, who feared

the truth might be lost forever, buried journals and drawings

.on Baltlc soil, risking death if their capsules were dlscovered by

the KGB. Like Lina, many channeled emotion and fear into
art and music, the only way they could express themselves,

keeping their nation alive in their hearts. Paintings and draw-

ings were not shated publicly. Art was passed secretly, encoded

with messagés and news from the various prison camps.
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Sketches of symbols from their homeland were sometimes
enough to push a deportee onward, to fight for another day.

It is estimated that Josef Staliri killed more than twenty
miﬂi’on people during his reign of terror. The Baltic states of
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia lost more'than a third ef
their populatxon during the Soviet anmhdatlon The deporta—

tions reached as far as Finland. To this day, many Russians

: deny they ever deported a single person. But most Baltic peo-

ple harbor no, grudge, reseritment, or ill will. They are grate—
ful to the Soviets who showed compassion. Their freedom is

precious, and they are learning to live within it. For some, the

 liberties we have as American citizens came at the expense of

people who lie in unmarked graves in Siberia. Like Joana for
L1na, our.freedom cost them theirs. _

~ Some wars are about bombing. For'the people of the
Baltics, this war was about believing. In 1991, after fifty years
of brutal occupation, the three Baltic countries regained their
independence, peacefully and with dignity. They chose hope
over hate and showed the world that even'through the darkest
night, there is light. Please research it. Tell someone. These |

three tiny nations have taught us that love is the most power-

- ful army. Whether love of frlend love of country, love of God,

or even love of enemy—love reveals to us the truly mlraculous

"nature of the human spirit.
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