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THEY TOOK ME IN MY NIGHTGOWN. )
Thinking back, thc signs -were there#famlly photos
burned in the fireplace, Mother sewing her best silver and

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

recurning from work. My youn_gcr brother, Jonas, was asking -

- questions. I asked questions, too, but perhaps 1 refused to

acknowledge the signs. Only later did I realize thdt Mother

~“and Father mtended we escape. We dld not escapc

We were taken.

June 14, 1941. T had changed into my mghtgown and set-
tled in at my desk to write my cousin Joana a letter. 1 opened
a new ivory writing tablet and a case of pens and pencils, a
gift from my aunt for my fifteenth birthday. - o

The evening breeze floated through the open window _

over my desk, waltzing the curtain from side to side. I could



- siell the Illy of the valley that Mother and I had p]am:ed two
years ago. Dear Joana. :

e wasnt a knocking, It was an urgent boomlng that madc '

" me jump in my-chair, Fists pounded on our front,doo. No
" one stirred inside the house. I efc my dcsk and peered out into
o 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 break it down.”

Mothers head turned to see both ]onas and me peermg out

of our rooms. She attempted a forced smile. “Yes, darling, I

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

The heels of her shoés echoed 'down the wooden floor of .

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

Mother was elégant and beautiful stunning in fact with an -

“unusually wide smile that lic up everything around her. T-was
' -forrunate to have Mother’s honey—colorecl hajr and her bright
blue éyes. ]onas had her smile,

. Loud voices thundered from the foyer.

“NKVD!™ whispered Jonas, growing pale. “Tadas said they ‘

took his neighbors away in a truck. Theyre arresting people.”
“No. Not here,” I replied. The Soviet secret police had no

~ business at ourtiouse. 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 hacl out

. Jpassports in his hand. - '
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““We nead more time, We'll be ready in the. mormng,

' Mother said.

“Twcnry rnmutes—or you won't live to see mormng, sald

the officer. .
“Please, lower your voice. I have ch1ldrcn, whispered

‘Mother.
“Twenty minutes,” the officer batked. He cheew His burn-

ing cigarette onto our clean living room floor and ground it

into the wood with his boot.

* We were about to become cigatettes,
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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 amved at
the door with Jonas clmgmg close behind her.

(14
But Mother, where are we going? What have we done?”

he asked

“Ifs a mlsunderstandmg Lina, are you listening? We must

move qulck.ly and pack all that is useful but not necessarlly

. dear to us. Do you 1.mde.rstamdp Lina! Clothes and shoes must

be our priority. Try to fit all that you. can into one suitcase.”
Mother looked toward the window. She quickly 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 fri_cnds- into this confusion, do you understand? Even if -

someone calls out to you, you must riot respond.”

]

“Are we being arrested?” began Jonas.-

“Promise me!” _
“I promise,’  said Jonas softly. “But where is Papa?” ,
Mother paused, her eyes blinking. quickly. “He. will bé
meeting us. We have twenty mmutes Gathcr your: thmgs :
Now!” - ' '

My bedroom began to spin. Mothers voice echoed 11'15[C|.e-

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

my teh-year-old brother fum}ing about his foom pulled 2 cord:
within my consciousness. I yanked my suitcase from the closet
and opened it on my bed. C B .
Exacdy a year before, the Soviets had begun moving troops,
over the borders into the country. Then, in August, Lithuania
was officially annesed into the Soviet Unidn When I com- .

plamed atthe dmner table, Papa yc]lcd at me and told me to

- never, ever say anythmg derogatory about the Soviets. He sent

me to my room. I didn't say anything out loyd after that. But
) 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, e

Slams and bangs popped throughout the house.

“Lina,” Mother said, r'u'shilng into the room, her arms

loaded. “Hurry!” She threw open my closct and drawers, fran-

t.ically throwing things, shoving things into my. suitcase.
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“Mother, I can’t ﬁnd my sketchbook, Where ié it?” I said,
pamcked -
 *I dom k.now We'll buy a new one. Pack your clothes.
Hurry’ . ‘

Jonas ran into my room. He was dressed for school in his
uniform and little e, holding his book bag. His blond hair

- was combed neatiy over to the side. L _

“I'm ready, Mother,” hesaid, his voice trembling, -

“N-no!” Mother stammered, choking on the Wdrcl when
she saw Jonas dressed for acaclemy She pulled in an uneven
breath and lowered her voice. “No, swcetheart, your suitcase,

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

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

© mysummer ratncoat at me. 1 pqued it om,

I put’on' my sandals and grabbed two books heur ribbons.*
and my hairbrush. Where was my sketchboole? I took the writ- -

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

off my desk and placed them amoﬁgst 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 oves
“the loaf of fresh bread still sicting on my desk. “
I saw my refleition in the glass door of the Mfee;jy and paused
i moment. F 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 warm and smelled of yeast. -~ - - -
“Ling, so good to see you.” The woman rushed to the coun-
ter to assist me. “What m;@{ I help you with?”
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Did I knotw ber? T sorry, I dont—
< "My husband is a professor at tf'ye unsversity. He works

" for your father,” " she said. I ve seen yau i town with your

_ parents,”

I nodded. ‘Mv ma:ﬁer asked me 0 pzck upa foaf qf érmd v
1 said, _ '

- Of course,” said the -ivomana scuﬂyz"ng 5'.:!7;'?;43’ the coun-

' ter, She wrapped a plump loafin brown paper and handed it .
over to me. When I beld out the money, she .ffmak her bead.

‘Pt.’ease, wézspered the woman, “We cau!a’ never repay T

youdsztw

i a’onr undmmnd I reached towam’ }Jer wztfa rfm Cotns.

' 'Si'ae ignoved me,

 The bell jingled. Someone entered the shop. “Give your

: parf’nts our very best regamfs, said the woman, moving to

assist the other customer. .
Later that mgfat I asked Papa about the bread,
“That was very kind of heer, but unnecessary,” fae said.’
“But what did you do?” I asked him. -
‘Wotﬁmg, Lina. Have you finished your bomewar!e?
~ “Buryou must habe done mmetérmg t6 a'e:erw ﬁvze bmm' v

I pressed.

T dont deserve anything. You mmd for what is ngkt

Lma, without the expectation of gratitiude or veward, Naw,
‘ oﬁ' t0 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 10 lift it off t.he floor. He didn't

complain of the weight or ask for help,
The sound: of breakmg glass and china wailed through the

house in quu_:k intervals. We found our mother in the dining

: Iroom,‘ 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, rurmmg toward the broken shards-

that littered the floor. S
T pulled him back before he could touch the glass. “Mother,
why are you breaking your beautiful things?” I asked.

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

“Because I lové them so mitch.” She threw the cup to the floor, -

Io

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

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

our house carrying rifles with bayoners “What happened

here?” demanded a tall officer, 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 ioose curls

and put on her hat. The NKVD officer slammed her in the

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

the mirror. “Bourgeois pigs, always wasting time. You wont
need that hat,” he scoffed.

~ Mother righted and steadied herseif smootl'ung her skirt
and adjust].tlg her hat. “Pardon me,” she said flatly to Lhe offi-
cer before fixing her curls again and sliding her pearl hatprn'

into place.

Pardon me? Is that really what she sa1d? These meén burst -
into our home at night, slam her into the mrrror—and she -
~ asks them to pardon er? Then she reached for it, the !ong gray
-coat, and suddenly [ understood She was playrng 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,

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

the attention from my mother and the coat.
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“You havc thlrty scconds
I shut the bathroom door and caught s:ght of my. face in
the mirror I had no idea how qulckly it'was to change, to
- fade. If I had, I would have stared at my reflection, memoriz-
ing it. It was the last time I would look into a real mirror for
mojr;.than a decade. : " o ] ' ,. ' -. S | :

5
-1 t

¥ O ) o o THE STREETLAMPS HAD been turned off. It was nearly black
- - in the road. The officers marched hehind us, forcing us to kéep
pace with them. I saw-Mrs. Raskuhas 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, Tt
was banging against his shins. :
“Davail” commanded an officer. Hurry, always hurry. .
We marched into the intersection of the street, tqward a

large dark object. It was a truck, surrounded by more NKVD.

As we approached the rear of the vehicle,iI saw people sittirig
inside on their luggage. L _

“Boost me up before they do, Mother whlspered qulckly,
not wanting an officer to touch her coat. T did as she asked:
TB;:'ofﬁccrs pushed Jonas up. He fell on his face, his luggage

‘Iz Rnt:lz_j Sepetys - IR o . ‘ ‘ - . - ' B




.

f

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

 stood up, 2 woman looked at me ancl clasped her hand to her

mouth, -

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

down and saw my flowered nightgéwn. In the rush and search

for my _sketcﬁbéok, I had forgotten 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.
"I tecognized a few othets: the librarian, the owner of 2 nearby
* " botel, and several men I had seen Pai)a speaking with on the

. street, -

We were all (;n the list, T didn’t know What thcl list ﬁas,

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

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

shut. A low i moan care from a bald man in front of me, -

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

ns other 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 1n51de 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 hlm up and hurled his crumpled body back i into the
" truck. One ‘of his legs looked mangled. Jonas buried his face in

Rurd Seperys

- “We’re all going to die,” he said slowly. “We will surely '

Mother’s slee\re I sllpped my hand into hlS He was shaking, My -

vision blirred. T squeezecl my eyes shut, then ~opened them. The,
truck jerked forward, moving once again. .
“NOY” the man wailed, holding hisleg. '
| The truck stopped in front of the hospital. Everyone

" seemed relieved that they would tq:nd, to the bald man’s inju-.
ries. But they did not. They were wéi_ting. A woman who
was also on the list was giving birth to a baby. As soon as the

umbsilical cord was cut, they would both be thrown into the
truck, ' - o
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_ NEARLY FOUR HOURS PASSED. We sat in the dark 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 inen commented to Mother. He looked at his watch.

“It’s neating three o.M, now.”

The bald man, lying on his back, turned his face toward

. Jonas, “Boy, put youf hands over my mouth and pmch my |

nose. Don't leét go.”

“He will do nothing of the sort, sald Mother, puillng
]onas close.- -

“Foolish woman. Don’t you realize this is just the begm—

- ning? We have achance now to die with dignity.”

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

cousin Regina hiding in the shadows,

I8

“Have you any relief now that you're on your back?” -

~ Mother aéked the bald man.

“Elena!” The voice appeared again, a little Iduder '

“Mother, I think she’s calling you,” T whispered, eyemg the -
NKVD smoking on the other side of the truck. :

“She’s not calling me—she’s a crazy woman,’ * Mother said
loudly. “Be on yous way and leave us alone,” she yeﬂed

“But Elena, I—" _

Mother turned her hiead and pretended she was deep in
conversation with me, cornpletely 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, prbvo_st' at the univer-

sity?” asked a man in a suit sitting down from us. Mother

nodded, wringing her hands. SN

—-

I watcfaed as Mother twisted her palms...

Murmum vose and foll in the dining room. The men had
been sitting for hours. “Sweetheart, také them the frish pot of
caffee,” said Mother. . -

- Twalked to the edge of the dining room. A cloud of ciga-
 rette smoke hovered over the tabt’e held mpnw 17)' the closed

| windows ana’ drapes,
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“Repatriate, if they can get away with it,” said my father,

stopping abruprly when he saw me in the doorway.
 “Would anyone like more coﬂ}f" 1 asked, holding up the
m:rfmg pot. _
Some men looked down. Someone cougbed’

Lmzz, you're turning into quite a young lady" said
ﬁ‘zma' of my father’s ﬁ-om the umvem{’y “And I hear that
you're a very talented artist.”

Indeed :ﬁe is!” said Papa. “She lms a very unigue style.
And she’s excepnanm’{y smart,” be added with a wink,

“So she takes aﬁer ber mother then,” jékéa’ one of the men.

Everyone laughed.

“Tellme; Lina,” said the man wl;o wrote for the newspaper, .

“whatdo you think of tb:s new Lithuania?” :
' “%ﬂ, mtermpted my father quickly. “Thar's not really

+ conversation ﬁar a young girl, now, is it?”

“Tt will be conversation for everyone, Kostas, yong and

old,” said the joumalz.ft. “Besides,” be said, smiling, “its not
as if 1d print it in the paper.”. | ) -
 Papa shified in his chair.’
“What do I think of the Soviets’ annexation?” I paused,
m-foz'dz'ng eye contact with my ﬁ.rfaer: q think fé:qf .S"mli?l is
a bully. I think we should pmﬁ' bis fm@:' out of Lithuania.

They shouldn’t be allowed to come and ra;ée what they pfeafe ,

and—"

“That' maugb Lma. Leave the pot af coﬁee andj ;am your

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

Ruta Se'pe_tyr N

1 returned to the kitchen, stoppz'ng short to eavesdrop. ‘
" “Don’t encourage her, Viadas. The girl is so beadstrong, it
 scares me to death,” said Papa.
“Well” replied the journaliss, “now we see how she ;akes_
afier her father, don’t we? You've m}e'xed-a real partz’:an, |
- Kostas.” ' -
Papa was silent. The gathering ended and the men Jeﬁ' the
house at alsernating intervals, some vhrough the front door
' and some tfa'raugb the back. k
“The university?” said the bald man, still wmcmg wn;h pam..
“Oh, well, he’s long gone then.” |
My stomach contracted like someone had punched me,

Jonas turned a desperate face to Mother,

“Actually, I work at the bank and T saw your father j just this _

afternoon;,” said a man, smiling at Jonas. I knew he was lying,

" Mother gavé the man a grateful ned.

“Sﬁw him on his way to the grave then,” said the surly bald

man.

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

keep his mouth shut.

~ “T'ama stamp collector. A 51mple stamp coltector 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. _
-“Lina!” said Mother. “You must apologlze munedlately This

poor gentleman is in terrible pain; he doesn’t know what he.is

saying.”

4 .
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“I kiow exactly what I am saying,” the man replied, star-

_' 1ng 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-  ~
tying a swaddled bundle A dOCtor came runnmg, grabblng at

. the officer.

“Please, you, cannot take the newbom I won't survive!”

yelled the doctor. “Sir, 1 beg you. Please!” .

The officer tumecl to the doctor and kxeked the heel of hlS -

boot into the doctor’s kneecap

They lifted the woman into the truck. Mother and- Miss‘

Grybas scrambled to make room for ber lying nEXt 1o the bald

“map. The baby was.handed up.

“Lina, please,” Mother said, passing the pmk Chlld to me. 1
held the bundle and. 1nstantly felr the warmth of its httle body

: penetratmg through my coat.-

“Oh God,- please, my baby' “cried the woman, looklng up
at me.

The child let out a soft cry and its: tiny ﬁsl:s pummeled the

- ain Its fight for life had begun

I_ Ruta Sepetys .

" 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 cook my husband, Vitas,” breathed the ‘

woman

I looked clown at the httle pink face in the bundle A new-
born. The child had been alive only minutes but was alteady
Conmdered a cnmmal by the Soviets. I clutched the baby close
and put my lips on its forchead. Jonas leaned against me, If
they would do this to a baby, what would they do to us?.
“What i 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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“Oh, my babjr My sweet baby,” cried the woman, kissiog
the infant. The truck lurched forward She looked at Mother
.- with pleading eyes. '

“My. leg!” wailed the bald man.
“Do any of you have medical training?” asked Mother,
scanhing the faces in the truck. Thc people shiook their heads,

* Some wouldn’teven look up.

“Tll try to make a. splmt, 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, -
. thinking about what they might have in their bags.

“Sir,” said Jonas, leaning around me. He held our l-us li--

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

_ mghtgown began to cry

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

' acceptmg the ruler.

- “Thank you, darling,” said Mother, smlhng at Jonas.

* “A ruler? You're going to set my leg w1th alittle ruler? Have .
. you all gone mad?” screeched the bald man.

"“It’s the best we can do at the moment,’ sald the man from

the bank. “Does anyone have something to tie it Wlth?”
“Someone just shoot me; please!” yelled the bald man. |
Mother pulled the silke scarf from her neck and handed it to

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

scarf as well, and MISS Grybas dug in her bag, Blood began to
¢ soak through the front of Ona’s hospital gown,

I felt nauseous. I closed my eyes and tried 1o think of

something, anything, to calm myself. I pictured my sketch-
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in the kitchen, the lily of the valley;' Grandma .

book..I felt my hand stir. Images, like celtuloid frames, rolled -

through my mind. Our bouse, Mother adjusting Papa’s tie
. Her face
soothed me somehow. I thought of the photo tucked in my
suitcase. Grandma, I thoughe. Help us. : '

" We artived at a small train depot in the country‘sxde Soviet

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

We drove alongside a truck with 2 man and worman leantng

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 countrySLde deport and not Kaunas sta- -

tion?” asked an old woman. :

- “It’s probably easier to organiﬁe us with'our-fan'lni'lies. The " .

. . . » . )
main station is so busy, you koow, said Mother.

Mother’s voice lacked certainty. She was trying to con-

vince herself. T'Jooked around. The station was tucked in a

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

bemg lifted and a huge Sov:et 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 wit_‘h vehicles, offi-
cers, and people'\#ith luggage. The noisg level grew with each-

. passing moment.

Mother leaned down and.pi_u her hands on our shoulders.
“Stay close to me. Hold on to my coat if you need 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 tw13tecl in pain as he was camed off the
A .

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

" away.

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

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

The officer grabbed the ma‘o from the bank; stuck a rifle

‘ in his back and began to march him away. My luggage!” he' -

eould run to him, he had (flsappeatjed into the crowd.

" A Lithuanian woman stopped and said she was a nurse. -
“ She began tending 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 with desperate faces. I'saw a.

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

to wave, but her mother- covered her cyes as she approached
our group o
“Davai!” barked an ofﬁcer l
“We can't Jeave these people,” said Mother “You must get
a stretcher.” '
“The officer -laughed. ‘:You'can carry I_:her;_l.f’
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’
_ Miss Grybas and the librarian helped.
 We reached the train platform. The chaos was palpable -
Families were bemg separated. Children screamed and moth-,
érs, pleaded Two officers pullcd a man away, HlS wife would -

. not let go.and was dragged for several fect before being kicked

The librarian took the baby from me.
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y _
Mother, is Papa hcre’ asked ]onas, still clutchmg her

coat,

I wondered the same thing, When and where had the
" Soviets dragged my father away? Was it on his way. 1o work?
i Or maybe at the newspaper stand ‘during his lunch hour? T~
looked at the masses of people on the train platform. There -
- were elderly pcoi)le. Lithuania cherished its elders, and here

B they were, being herded like animals.

“Davai!” An NKVD officer grabbed Jonas by thc 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 _

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

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

~ officer and began speakmg in Russ1an~pure, fluent Russian,
He stopped and listened. She lowered her voice and spoke
- calmly I couldn’ understand a word. The officer jerked ]onas

toward him. I gra_bbed on 10 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

.expo§é'd it slightly to the officer. He reached for it and then
said something to Mother, motioning with his head. Her : -

hand flew up and ripped the amber pendant right from her

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

be satisfied. Mother continued to speak in Russian and pulled
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a pocket watch from her coat. I knew that watch. Tt was her

* father’s and had his name éngra\«;ed' 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 wondeted what a human life is worthp That o

rnommg, my brother’s was worth a pocket watch.
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“IT’S OKAY, DARLING. We re all okay,” said Mothel, hug-
‘ging _]onas, kwsmg his face and tears, nght, Lmap We're all -

okay.”
' “Right,” I said quietly.

t

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

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

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

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

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

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

'Tq'gether._ There we stood on the train platform amidst the

chaos, me .in my flowered nightgown and my brother in a
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. ~ baby bh.lﬁ summer coat that nearly touched the ground, As
ridiculous as we must have looked, no one even glanced at us.
~“Ms. Vilkas, hurry?” Tt was the nasal voice of Miss Grybas,

~ the spinster teacher from Schpol.' 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, likea small boat cutting through _

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

 train cars lined the platfoﬁﬁ, 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

pulling our shoulders. I saw white knuckles clutching, 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 buckerts of slopping milk

and rounds of cheese. A small boy walked by holding a sau- .
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 candléstick 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 Grybas, gesturing to us. “This is
ry. ¥ A g

the Vilkas famlly, she said to an offcer holchng a chpboard
“They’re in this car.”

Mother stopped in front of the car and scanned the crowd

~ intently. Please, said her eyes as she searched for our father.

_THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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“Mother,” whispered Jonas, “these cars are for .pigs and

_cows. _ .
“Yes, 1 know. We'll have a little adventure, won't we?” She
" boosted Jonas up into the carand then I heard the sound.s—a
’ baby crying and a man moaning,
“Mother, no,” I said. “I don’t want to be with those peopie
“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. “You're coming in, aren’t youp

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

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

youi 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?

" 1 looked around the train platform, which was now in com- -

" plete pandemonium. I thought about running, running until

I c'ouldn’t-'run anymore. I'd run to the university to look for

Papa. I'd run-to our house I'd just run.”. _
B Lma Mother stood in_front of me now and [1ftec[ my
chin. “I know: This is horrible,” she whispered. “We must stay

. ‘together. It’s very important.” She kissed my forehead and
 turned me toward the train cat.

“Where are we gomg? Iasked.

“I don't know yet.” _

“Do we have to be_ i theee cattle cars?” .

“Yes, but I'm sure it W;Oﬂit be for long,” said Mother.

THE INSIDE OF THE car was stuffy and full of Personel_
smells, even with the door open. People were wedged in every-

where, sitting on théir belongings. At che 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 crying on her chest.
“OW1” The bald man smacked my [eg Watch 1t, glrl‘
You almost stepped onme”
“Where are the men?” Mother asked Miss Grybas
' “They took them away,” she replied. . '
“We'll necd men in this car to help- with the 1njured, said

_ Mother.

" “There aren’t any. We're sorted into groups of some kind. -

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

- elderly men, but they haven’s any strength,” said Miss Grybas. -
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Mother looked around the car, “Lets-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, thcy I just cram more people in here

The librarian was shorter than me and stocky. She was

strong and helped move, Ona “Pm Mrs. Rimas,” she said to°

Ona.
‘Mts. . . . She was married, too."Where was her husband?
 Perhaps with Papa. The baby gave a blistering yell.
“Is-your little one'a boy ot a girl?” asked Mrs, Rimas.
© “Agirl” said Ona weakly. She shifted her bare feet on the
~ wooden plank. They were cat and full of dirt. |
“She’ll need to eat soon,” said Mts. Rimas, :
I looked around. the car. My head fel¢ detached from my
body: More people pushed into the small space, including a
woman with a boy my age. I felt a tug,

“Are you going to sleep now?” asked a 'sninll girl with hair

- the color of pearls. ;
“Wh t>” - '

“You're in your nightgown. Are you-going to sleep?” She -

thrust a tattered doll toward me. “This i is my dolly”
: My nightgown. I was still in my nightgown. 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. o ) . . '
Y > ) . I - .
- “There’s no room to open our suitcases,” said Mother. “And

there’s nowhere to change.”
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“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 sultcasc a shght

- crack. Her hand dipped in and out, searching for somethmg _

I saw my plnk sweater and a slip. Finally, she pulled out my

dark blue cotton dress. She then-searched for pants for ]onas _
“Excuse me, madam,” she said 1o 2 woman sitting in the
cotner of the car, “Could we trade places w;th you so my chil-
dren can change their clothes?” _
“This is our spot, announced the woman. “We're not mov-
ing.” Her two daughters looked up at us.
“T realize it’s your spot. It would just be for amomment, so
my children have a bit of privacy.”
The woman said nothing and folded her arms across her
chest. _ _ o
Mother thrust us near the corner, almost on top of the

“Woltnait.

“Hey!” said the woman, throwing up her hands.
“Oh yes, so sorry, Just for a bit of privacy.” Mot_hef took my
coat from Jonas and held it up to sh_ield.u's. I changed quickly

. and then used miy nightgown to make an additional changing

curtain for Jonas.
“He peed,” sald one of the girls, pointing at my brother.

Jonas froze.!

“You peed, little gxrl? I sald loudly “Oh, poor th1ng

“The temperature in the car had risen steacllly since we

had climbed in. The wet scent of an armpit hung in froncof

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

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES . .
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ait. We stacked our SultcaSES and ]onas sat on top, holdlng the

* bundle from our cousin Regina, Mother stood on her toes, try-

ing to look out onto the train platform for Papa.
- “Here,” said a gray-halred man, puttmg a small case on the
floor. ¢ ‘Stand on this.”
“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.
“Hes provost at the university. Kostas Vilkas.” _
© “Ah, yes, Vilkas.” The man nodded. He looked at us. His
eyes wete kind..“Beautiful children.” | |
“Yes. Thcy look just like their father, she said.

. We all sat togerber on the velwr settee, Jonas on Papa’s lap.
Mother wore her green silk dress with the full skivt; Her yel-
low hair foll in shiny waves against the side of ber fuce, and
her emerald earrings sparkled under the lighss. Papa wore

. one of his news dark suits. I had chosen my cream-colored

: a’rw with the brown satin sush and a mambmg ﬂbf’)on for

o my bair.

“What a handsome ﬁxmzé‘ ” said the pba:ogmplm; positioning
bis large camera. ‘Kostas, Lina-looks just like you.”
“Poor girl,” teased Papa. “Let’s fyope .f/’ae graw.r our 0f it
' am’ ends up like ber mother.”

. “One can only hope,” I teafed' hzck Eve?yarze empted n
!aug:’ater The flash wen off

i
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I COUNTED THE PEOPLE—for_fy-'six packed in a cage on
wheels, maybe 3 rolling coffin. I 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 p0351ble dcstmanon Some
said NKVD headquarters, others thought Moscow. I scanned
the group. Faces spoke-to their future, I saw courage, anger,
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 quietly to the woman with the son my age. . .’

“Where-are }Irou from?” the boy asked Jonas. He had wavy
brown hair and blue eyes. He tooked like one ‘of the popular
boys from school,
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- “Kaunas,” said Jonas. Where are you from?”
Sanc;lal '
We lookcd at each other, silest and awkward,
“Wherc is your dad?” blurted Jonas.
“In the Lithuanian army.” The boy paused “He’s been
gone for a while” '
His mother looked like an office’s wife, fancy and unac-

customec[ to dirt.. ._]onas continued to chatter, before I could

1

tell him 1o stop.

"
Our father works at the university, I'm Jonas. Thls is my
sister, ‘Lina.”

The boy nodded at me. “U'm Andnus Arvydas I noddecl . =‘I

in return and looked away.

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

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

“The NKVD won't let us do much of anythmg, said
Anclnus “I saw them beat someone who tried to run”

They called us pigs,” said my brother. -

Don t listen to them, Jonas. They re the pigs. They e stu- h

_ pid pigs,” 1 said.”
“Shh I wouldnit say that,” said Andrius. -
“What are you, ‘the pt)llccP 1 askcd

- Andrius raised his eycbrows “No, 1j just dont wantyouto

get in trouble.” _ _ .
“Don’t get us in troublé, Lina;” said Jonas.
I'ooked over toward Mother. o
I gave them everythmg I had. I lied and told thcm he was
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1 leave the car again.

feeble-minded. I had no éhoiqe,” whisiaered Andrius’s rﬁpthcr.

- “They would have split us up. Now I have nothing, not even

a crumb,”
N know, said Mother, reachmg out to the woman. “They

 did the safe with us, and my boy is only ten years old.”

Ona’s baby wailed. Mrs. Rimas'made her way over to

Mother.

“She’s trying to feed the child, but something’s wrong,” -

said Mts. Rimas. “The baby’s mouth won't latch properly.” -
- Hours passed like long days. People cried of heat and hun-

ger. The bald man gtiped abou_t his pain while others tried to e

organize the space and luggage. I had to surrender my dirt

canvas on the floor and instead used my ﬁngernall w0 carve

drawings 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

Someone discovered a hole, thc size of aplate, 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 bole to
go to the bathroom. Some just couldn’t bring themselves todo
it. The sounds and smells made my head spm A young boy
hung his head from the car and vomited.

Mrs. leas organized the children and began to tc]l sto-
ries. The young kids scrambled toward the librarian. Even the

'THI'EVES AND PROSTITUTES
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two- daughters left their grouchy mother and sat mesmierized

by the fantastic tales. The girl with the dolly ieaned agamst
Mrs Rimas and sucked her thumb.
" We sat in a circle on the library ﬂoar; One of the younger

" boys lay on s back, sucking his thumb. The librarian
turned t/yroégb the. picture book, reading with an Iam'mm;ed
voice. 1 listened and drew he characters in my little note-
book. 1 dréw the dmgm" and fny heart began to beat fuster:
He was alive. I felt @ wave of heat from bis fery breath

! . ' commg at me, blowing my hair back. Then I drew the prin- .

' cess running, lyer Emuty‘id golden bair mmb!mg down the
mountainside . . - '
“Lina, are you ready to go? ” :
T looked p. The Lbrarian boﬂered over me. All 0f the
children were gone. Lo :
“Lina, are you okay? I’bu re flushed. Km ve not ﬁ’e!mg zt'z' '
are youi”
1 shook 7 my head and held up my noteboo!e
“Ob my word. Lina, did you draw that?” The Ezémﬂan
quickly reached for the pad.
I nodded; smiling. - -
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. THE SUN BEGAN TO SET. Mother braided my wavy, sweaty

I

£

hair. I tried to count how many hours we had spent in the
pri.son box, and wondered how many more we had to go. People
ate the food they had brought. Most shared. Some dldn t.
“Lina, that loaf of bread,” Mothet began. -
I shook my hcad Was that loaf of bread still there, sitting
on my desk? “1 dont have the bread,” I replied. f
“All rlght, said’ Mother, taking some food o Ona Her‘

| lips pursed, she was. disappointed.

Andrius sat with his knees drawn up, smoking a CIgarette
‘He was staring at me, R _ A :

“How old are you?” I asked.- '

“Seventeen.” He continued to state.

“How long have you been sn'u:)kmgp ,

“What are you, the pohce? he said, and lookecl 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

1o thank the NKVD for anything. Every few minutes I heard
-their boots marching by. T couldn’t sleep. I wondered if there _

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

entists speculated thar from the moon, the earth looked blue.
That mght I believed it. T would draw it blue and heavy with

tears. Where was Papa?‘ I closed my eyes.

Something bumped my ahouldef I opened ﬁy 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. T loo_ked over at- Mother, She slept, clutching her coat

tightly around her. Jonas was gone. My head snapped around,

looklng for my brother. Andnus kicked me agam and waved
me forward. B

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,’ wh:spered Jonas.

“Maybe Papa is on it.”
“Who told you that?” [ asked Andrius

- fathers.” : .
I looked down off the train. The sun had j ]ust appeared ,

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

. find him,

‘T Il go'and let you know what I ﬁnd out,” I sald, “Where

s the train that pulled in?”
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“Don’t worry who told me,” he said. “Let’s look for our

“Iﬁ_back of us. But you're not gqiﬁg,” said Andrius. “I'll

»

£0.

what he looks like,” I snapped
“Are you always so pleasant?” said Andrius,
Maybe you can both go,” suggested Jonas.
“T can go by myself I.said, “T'll find Papa and brmg hlm

to our car

“This is ridiculous, We're: wastmg tlme I shouidn t have '

Woken you up,” said Andrius.
T looked out of the train car. The guard was.a hundred feet

. away, his back to me. I hung down off the edge and dropped

| quietly to ‘the ground, scramblmg under the train. Andrius.. -

beat me there. Suddenly, we heard 2 yelp and saw Jonas jump-

ing down. Andrius grabbed him and we tried to hide behind -

oné of the wheels, 'peeking under the train. The NKVD officer : "

‘stopped and turned around. . | o
I put my hand over Jonas’s mouth. We crouched near the

- wheel, dfraid to b{:eathe. The officer resumed walkmg.

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

crawled out. The back of our train car had Russian wiiting. =

on it. .
- “Thieves and prosututes, Andrlus ‘whispered. “That’s

what it says.”

- Thieves and prostitutes. Our mothers were in that, cat, -

along with a teacher, 2 lxbrarlan, elderly people, anda newbom_ -

baby—thleves and prostitutes. Jonas-looked at the writing. 1

grabbed his hand, thankful he couldn’t read Russian.. ! wished .

he had stayed on the train..
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“How are you going to find my father? You don’t know :




§ Another line of red cattlé 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 bottom near a
bathroom hole: A shadow appeared.

“What's your father'’s name?” Andrius asked me.
“Kostas Vilkas,” T said quickly. |

“We're lookmg for Petras Arvydas and Kostas Vilkas,” he

whispered.

The head disappeared. We heard scufﬂlng on the ﬂoor of
the car. The head reappearecl ‘Not in th1s car, Be careful chil-
dren. Be very quiet.” ’

. We scurried from car to car, dodging droppings 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 disap peared.- It was

qulet inside, Please, please, please, said Jonas.

“Tonas?” .
L

“Papal™ we said, trying not to raise our voices. A match . .

scraped across 2 wood plank, Papas face appeared in the hole.
He looked gray, and his eye was badly bruised.

“Papa, we're in 2 car over there,” began Jonas ‘Come Wlth -

»
Al

is your rnother?” L

“In:the ca,” I said, happy yet. borrified to see my fathers
bludgeoned face. “Are you all right?”
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“Shh.. ., ™ said Papa “T can’t. You shouldnt be here Where

“I'm okay,” he said. “Are you okay’ Is your mother okay’ ?
“We're okay,” 1 said.

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

find youi. Papa, they broke into our house and—"
“I know. They're attaching our train to yours.”
“Where are they takmg us?” I asked. |
“To Siberia, I think.” '

Siberia? That couldn’t be right. Sibena ‘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 ;acket and these socks. You'll 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. o

“Children, split this. Eati it," Papa sau‘l

I hesntated and stared ac 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 some’ - -

to ]oﬁas and Andrius. I put the last piece in my dress__.pockct

for Mother.

“Lina, take this and gwe it to your mother. Tell her it’s
okay to sell it, if she has t0.” Papa’s hand came down to me,
holdmg his gold wedding band. T stared at it

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

" money.”
[ wanted to tell him we had aJIeady traded a pocket watch

THIEVES AND PROSTITUTES
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’ §tumbled.

1

 for Jonas. 1 nodded and put the rmg on my thumb, not ab[e to

- swallow the ham past the lump in my throat,

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

“Im sorry, son, he’s not,’ sald Papa Thls is very danger- .

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

1 noddcd
“Jonas.” . _
“Yes, Papa? Jonas said, peering up at the hole.

“You're very brave to have come. You must all stay togethcr

" T'know you'll take good care of your sister and mother while -

: I am away,”

1 will, Papa, I promise,” said Jonas: “When w1ll we see
you?” T,
Papa paused. ‘I dont know. Hopefufly soon.” _
" T clutched the bundle of clothes. Tears began clroppmg
down my cheeks,
- “Don’t cry, Lina, Courage, said Papa You can hclp me.”
I looked up at him.

. " “Do you understand?”™ My father looked at Andrius, hesi-
“tant. “You can hélp me find you,” he ‘whispered. “U'll know
Cifsyou. . < . just like you kndw Munch. But you must be very

careful” - ’ ‘ '

’ But, I startcd uncereain,
“I love you both. Tell your mother [ love her. Tell hier to
think of the oak tree: Say your prayers, children, and I will
hear them. Pray for Lithuania. Now run back, Hurry!”"

- My chest hurt arlxcl my eyes burned. I started to walk but
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Andnus caught mé. Are you okay?” he asked His face :

Jooked soft, concerned.

“y?

of his grasp. “Let’s go find your father.”

“No, you heard hlm Hurry, run baclc Tell your mother
what he said.”
“But what about your ¢ father?” 1 asked

F

1

! »
“I'm going totry a few more. I'll meet you back at our car,

he said. “Just go, Lina. You're wastlng time.”
I hesitated. ° . _
“Are you scared to go alone?”

“No! I'm not scared,” I'said. “My father said we should stay
rogether, but we'll go by ourselves.” I snatched Jonas by the
hand. “We don’t need him, right, ]on.als?”

Jonas stumbled, looking over his shoulder at Andrius.
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m fine,” I said, quickly wiping my eyes and pu]lmg free
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“HALT!” a voice commanded.

We were so close, nearly under our train car. NKVD boots -

marched toward us. I tucked my, thumb and Papas wedding
band into my palm.
“Davai!” the voice yc[ied
Jonas and I crept out from under the car.
“Linal Jonas!” yelled Mother, leaning out of the train.

- *‘The officer pointed his gun at Mother, signaling for her 0

be quiet. He then circled around us, his boots coniing closer -

with each turn,

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

o The ofﬁcer lookecl at the socks on top of thc hcap I was
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" holding. He grabbed Jonas and bcgan sezirching__ 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 in Russian. I huddled near Jonas, staring down

- the barrel 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 crembled and she was nearly panting,

' “You could have been killed!”

“We're okay, Mother,” announced Jonas. His voice 'shook.

“We went 0 find Papa.” -
“Where is Andrius?” ‘Mrs. Arvydas looked over our'

shoulders.” _
“He came with us,” Ilsaid.-‘
“But where is he?” she demanded. -
“He vanted to look for his father,” I said.
“His father?” She sighed deeply. “Why doesn’t he believe

me? Tye told hnn again and agaln that his father ? She
- turned around anc[ began to cry.

I'reatized T had madea great rmstake I should not have lefc

Andrius behind.
“We found him, Mother Wc found Papa, said Jonas.
People crowded ;oward 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.”

. . " N
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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

o

B | . .
_ “And he said to remember the oak tree,” said Jonas.

Mother took the ring off of n;ny thumb and put it.to her
llps She began'to cry. S
“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.” h -
“Mr. Stalas. The bald man had a name. I moved toward
* him. His withered arms were green and purple with brulses I
~ held out the piece of ham. ;
“That’s your mother’s,’ s he salcl “What else do. you havc?”
“That’s all he gave me.”
“How many cars were on that train?”
“I'don’ knbw;” I said. “_Maybe twenty.” -
“He said we’re going to Siberia?”
" “Yes.” - .. _
 “He’s probably right, 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, “Makc 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.

Ruta Seperys

Arvydas “He and Lina started ﬁghtmg and hc said 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— sald Mrs Arvydas She hid hcr face i m her

hands

The gray-hanred man shook his head and wound his watch
T felt guilty. Why didn’t I stay with Andrius’ or insist he

_come back w1th us? Ilooked out of the train car, hoplng to

se¢ him,

Two Soviets pulied a priest dowﬁ the plati:ofi'n His hands
were bound and his cassock was dlrty Wh}r a priest? But
~then . ... why.any of us?
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THE SUN ROSE and ‘the temperature in the car climbed

qurc[{ly The wet smell of feces and usific hovered over us like -
a filthy blanket. Andrius had’ not returned, and Mrs. Arvydas

wept so hard it scared me. I felt sick with guilt.,

A guard approached the car and handed up 2 bucket of

~water and a bucket of slop.

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

Grybas, as if she were clrrectmg her class. '\We must all take

‘just a bit, to ensure everyone can eat.”

The slop 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, grvmg sma[! pieces to everyone. The -

ba_by_contrnued to wail. Ona twrsted-and screamed right along

i

14

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

, W!th the child, who still refused to ear-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 put my head on her shoulder. “Why

are they taking us? Is it really because Papa works at thc uni-

~ versity? That doesnt make sense.”

The bald man groaned.

“See, like him,” ¥ 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 Lithuania for the Soviet Umon, 30 hes '
- moving us out ternporarlly

“But why us?”  asked. “They already movedinto Lithuania

Jast year. Isn’t that enough?”

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

T'was exhausted but couldn’e sleep 1 wondered if my cousin

Joana was also on a train somewhere. Maybe she was near

Papa. Papa said I coqu help him, but how coulcl I help him
if we were really going to Siberia? I dozed off, thu_'lklng of

Andrius, trying to see his face.
A
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As] walked bj the piece, my feet Isropped. The face. It was
" enchanting, like novhing I had ever seen. It was p charcoal .
portrait of & young man. The corners of bis lips turned up,
©yet de.fpz:e bis smile, the pain on his ﬁm: made my eyes
well with tears. The subtleties within bis fmzr blended so
softly, yet created strong variation, T sreppm' closer to inspect.
Flawless. How did he achieve such sheer shade without so
much gs a pauic or a ﬁfzgerpmnt" Who was t&e artist, and
whe was the young man? I looked at the signature. Maunch,
“Young lady, follow the group, pleme That's part of a
 di ﬁ%rent exhibit,” said our guide.
Some of the students had complained mr!i:er How could
 they complain aéout a field trip to the art museurn? I had.
. beer looking forward to it  for months. ‘
The gma’es shoes clackéd down the tile Sloor. My body
moved fémmrd 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.
. d sat at the desk in my bedroom. I felt the charcoal vibrase
slightly as I pushed it across the pagé.' The sound it made
against the paper gave me chills. I bit my bottom bip. I ran
my middle finger along. the edge, softening tbe harsh J'me
Not quite, 6ut almost. i
1 pushed the t1p of my ﬁnger through the dirt on the floor,
drawing his name. Muynch. I would recognize his art any-
where. And Papa-would recognize mine. That's what he meant.

He could find me if T left a trail of drawings.

Ruta Sfpft_j-;.f' . _ : !

pulled back before realizing,

WHEN 1 WOKE, the car was dark, I moved to the front and”

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

, mj’ 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 shifted again.

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

4

“Andrius.

I turned toward Mother. I—Ier eyes wete closed her atms

'wrappcd around Jonas. I fooked out on the train platform.

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

-1 .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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‘ .fhumped, remembering the guard’ pdint'@ng the gunl at me.’
| I stepped closerland stopped. A truck drove by somewhere -
outSLde its lights momentanly sweeping unider the car. Andrius
. “stared off with'a blue; battered face. He had swollen pillows for

-~ eyes. His shirt was covered in blood, his lips s[leed I knelt

down beside him. - .
“Canyouwalk?”
“A lictle,” he Sald
B peeked out to see the guards They stood i in a group smok-
ing, four cars down I tapped lightly near the bathroom ho[e

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

“T 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 d:sappeared from the hole. T 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 'i__nched 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’r know how long s

I could hold him up.
‘:‘NOW! said the gray-haited man. [ thrust Andrius toward

_ih’e man who, together with the others,'pulled him up.

. 1 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 lifred my legs .

up, suspended under the car, The sound of the boots came

Ruta Sepetys. ¢ I
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" closer-and emerged near the wheel. I closed 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. Huﬂy

I bung there, My hands began o sweat, L was iosmg my
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 sound.

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

dolly put her finger to her lips and nodded. -

1 stared at Andnus Dried blood caked his teeth and thel"

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

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

| strangle them all.

“How could they do this?” 1 asked aloud. I looked around

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

 selves if everyone cowered in fear and refused to speak?

I had to speak. I'd write everything down, draw it all I

would help Papa findus. :
© Andrius shifted his legs. I looked down 4t him.
_.“Thanks,” he whispered.
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1 WOKE WITH A START next to Jonas and Andrius. The
door to our car had been closed and locked. Peopie began to
panic. ' ' '

The engines let out a hiss of stean.

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

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

“Mrs. Book Lacly? Will you tell usa story?” asked the gitl
with the dolly, -

“Mama,” whimpered a lietle VOICC, “Prn scared. Tutn on

the light.” .
“Did anyone bring a lantern?” someone asked.
“Sure, and I have a four-course meal in my poclcet, t00,”
sa1d the bald man,
“Mr. Stalas, said Mother, please, we’re all doing the best

we can.” ’ .
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“Girl? he commanded.’ “Look out that licdle s[ot and tell
us what you see.” : '
I moved toward the front of the carand ho:sted myself up. -

“The stn is begmmng to rise,” I'said.

“Spare us the poetry,” & napped the bald man, “What s hap- .

. pening out there?”

The tram hlSSCC]. again, then clanked
“NKVD officers are walkmg by the train with nﬂes, ‘

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

Ca[S

We felt a jolt and the train began to move.

“There’s luggage everywhere,” 1 said. “And: lots of food on .
the platform.” People groaned. The station looked eer:e, 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're moving out of the station,” I reposted. I craned fay -
neck to look ahead. “There are people, Isaid. “There’sa prlest .
He's praying. ‘A man is holding a large crucifix”

The priest ooked up, flung eil, and made the 51gn of the.
cross as our train rojled away.

He'was issuing last rites,
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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. People sobbed. Lithuania had never
looked more beautiful. Flowers burst with color against the .

.. June landscape. We mqved along, our cars marked “thieves

- and prostitutes.” - '
After two hours the train began to slow.
~ “We're coming into a station,” I said.
“What does the sign say’ " asked the bald man.

1 waited for the train to move closer “Vilnius., We're m
Vilnius,” I said quietly.

Vilnius, the capital of L1thuan1a We had sruched the |

history in school. Six hundred years ago, the Grand Duke

Gediminas had a dream. He saw an iron wolf stanclmg high - |

upon 2 hill, Hc_cpnsulted a priest about the dream who told
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him that the iron wolf symbolliz'ed a large and formidable

city, a city of opportunity.

“Ling, may I speak to you, please?”

The remainder' of my classmates filed out af the room. I
approached the teacher’s desk, :

' Lina,"she said, clasping ber hands on the desk, “itseems '
you prefer socializing to studying.” She opened a folder in
Jront of her. My stomach leapt into my threat. Inside were
notes I bad written t0 girls in class, along with accompanying
sketehes. On top of the pile sat a drawing of @ Greek nude
and a portrait of rﬁy handsome history teacher. “I found these
- in the trash; I've spoken to your parents.” )

My bands became clammy. “Twas t)jfmg to mpy the ﬁgure
from a library book—" . :

She raised her hand to fmp me. “In aa’dstwn m being quite
social, however, you appear o bea gzﬁed artist. Your porsraits
are”—she paused, rotating the drawing—" mptzmtmg Tf:ey
show a depth of emotion well beyond your years.”

“Thank you,” I breathed. _
I believe your talent is above what we muld devet’op here.
There is @ summer program, however, in Vilnins. -

“In V:Jmus?”f asked. Vilnius was a few hours away.

“Yes, in Vilnius. Next year, when you re sixteen, you 'd be
allowed to enter. {facc@ted you *d study with some of the most
talented artists in northern Eumpe Wordd thas interest you?”

I tried to swallow my excitement long enough to speak: h

“Yes, Mys. Pranas, it would,”
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" “Then I'd like to re;ommmd.yau'. You'll fill out an appli-
_cation and submit some mm_pfes of yqrur dmzﬁz’ngx, " she said)
‘handing the folder with the notes and _;;%erc}yes to me.. “We'll
send them off 0 Vilnius as soon as p’a.r.rfé!e. » |

“Mrs. Pranas, thank you!” I said. .

She smiled and leaned back in her chair. Ir; ny p!m-
sure, Lina, You have talent. You have a mccmﬁd Juture
ahead of you.”

Someorief'ldiscovcréd a'lbose board behind some luggage on
 the back wall. Jonas crawled back and wxggled it aside.
“What do you sce?” S
“There’s 4 man in the trees, said Jonas.
Pamsans, sald the bald man. “They te trymg to hclp us.
., Get his attenuon

Jonas stuck his hand out of the opemng in the board, try-

 ing to wave.

i

“He’s commg, said Jonas. “Shh'” _
“They're unhooking the cars with the men,” &' man’s voice
sald “They're splitting the train in two. He ran back into the
Woods. ,
‘ Infcr'm_ittent shots réng out in the distance,
“Whete arf:‘they taking tﬁc men?” I asked.
“Maybe the men are going to Siberia,” said Mis. 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 dmdmg the train.
There was another sound.

Rura .Sep_ety.r

“Listen,” I said. “The men.” It grew louder. Louder: The'y '

were singing, singing at the top of their lungs. Andrius joined,
and then my brother and the gray-haired man. And finally, the

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

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

bands. Where were they all going? And where were we going
a train‘car full of women, c['ulclren, elderly, and infirmed? ,
1 wiped my tears with my handkerchlef and allowed oth-
| ers to-do the same. When it was handed back to me, T paused,
stal_'_lng at it. Unlike paper, the handkerchief could travel hand
" t0 hand without deteriorating. I would use it © draw on for
Papa. '
While I devised a plan, the women in the car showed con-
- stant concern for the baby, who could not scem to nurse.
. Ms. lea§ L;rged Ona to kéep trying. “Come, cofne,-

dear.”

‘What is ie?” aslced my mother through the darkness of:
" the car. :

1

- “It's Ona” sald Ms. Rjrnas Hcr clucts are clogged and .
she’s oo dehydrated. The baby' won't suckle” .
DesPIte Mrs. Rimas’s efforts, nothing’ seemed to help.

- We rolled for days, stopping 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. e was the only

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

“One person! Two buckets. An}r dead bodies in there? the

'guards would ask.

We had agreed to rotate: That way, everyonc Would get a
chance to get out of the car. Today was my tuen. I had dreamed
of seeing blue sky and feeling the sun on my face. But earlies;

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 néy umbrella closed, shaking rbe\exce,gs rainwater
~ onto the sidewalk. A gentleman in a suit é?ﬁerged from,a -
| restaurant, stepping quicrkcj:: away from the drops I was
 splashing abous. o
“Ob, sir, I'm sorvy!” . : _
“No trouble at all, miss,” he said, noddmg zmd souch-
ing the britn of bis hat, '
" The smell of roasted potatoes and spzced mear drzﬁed out
of the restaurant. The sun appeared, spreading a golden fil- _.
ter across the concrete and warming ntz’ae-bx_zck of my head.
%nderﬁﬁ—?the'mnért in the park .would}z’r be canceled
tonight. Mother had ps’anned to pack a hamper wstb our
dmner ﬁar a moon[sgbr picnic on the grass.

S
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AsT rolled the umém’da and wmpped tfae clomre, Ljumped -
when I saw a Jace staring at me from the puddk at my fzet. |
1 laughed as my disorientation, smiling at myse{f in the pool

‘of water. The edges of the puddie shimmered beneath the

_ _ssm, creating a beaitiful ﬁame around ny ﬁzce T wished I
could photograph it to draw later Suddenty, a faint shadow

- appeared behind my head in the puddle I turned around. A
pastel rainbow arched out of the clouds.

-

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

‘asked Mother.

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

I waired 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, cager 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 rlght?” called Mother,

“Davai!” yelled the guard, along wlth a series of Russmn '

expletwes before he spit on me.

I got up and looked down the Iength of the train, The

| sky was gray. Rain fell steadily. T heard 4 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 i in the face by
" the butt of a rifle. I saw anothcr body rhrown out. Death had

begun to gather acrop.

Ruta Sepetys

“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. 1 nodded and looked up
at our-car, A group of hcads stacked tipen one another starcd '
back at me. - ‘

-Dire and fileh clung to theit faces. Andrius smoked a ciga—
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 thc wet grcen ﬁcld Come bere, it

beckoned Run .
Maybe I should, 1 thought Do it, Lina.

“What's wrong w1th her?” Von:es began chattenng from the

train car, -
Run, Lina.

The buckets flew out of my hands 1 saw Andrius hmpmg :

away with them. I j just stood there, looking at the ﬁclcl
“Lina. Come back in, dear,” pleaded Mothcr
1 closed my eyés. Rain splashed against my skin and halr

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

train car. Pl know it’s %, oo just like you kn_ow Munch.'

“Davai!”

. "AnNKVD officer hovercd ovér me. Hls breath recked of -
liquor. He grabbed my arms and threw me toward the traip.

Andrzus returned with buckets of water and gray animal -

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

mal.
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“I...1sawthe NKVD throwing dead bodles off the tram
into. the mud, Two children.” People gasped.
The door to our car slammed shut.
“How old were the dead kids?” asked Jonas quietly. -
“T don’t know. I only saw them from afar.”

Mother eombed throtlg",h ny wet hair in the dark,
“I'wanted to run,” I whispered to her, -
“I can understand that,” said Mother. *
“You can”’ .- o
“Lina, wanting to get away from thls is perfectly under-
standable. But like your father said, we must all stay together,
It’s very itnportant.”
" “But how can they j Just deade that we're animals? They
don’t even know us,” I said.

“We know us, S&ld Mother, “They’re wrong, And dont ever

allow them to convince you otherwise. Do you understand”’

1 nodded But I knew some people had already béen con-
vinced. I saw them cowering in front of the guarcls, their faces
hopeless. I wanted to dray them all. '

“When I looked up at our train cary everyone [ooked sick” ¢
I said. -

_ “Well, we're not,” said Mother. “We_’re not sick. We’ll soon \
~ be back in oyr homes. When the rest of the world finds out -

‘what the Soviets are doing, they will put asi end to all of this.”
Would rhey?’ '

Ruta Sepety_r

WE WEREN'T SICK, but others were. Each day when the

train stopped, we'd fean out of the car and try to count the

number of bodies thrown. It grew every day. 1 noticed Jonas

 kep track of the ch1ldren, making marks with 2 stone on the

floorboard of the car.- I looked at his marks and imagined

+drawing little heads atop each one—hair, 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

markess or signs. My feet were' numb from the vtbratio_p of

the floorboards. My head was curdled from the stench, and 1

itchied terribly, Lice were biting down the side of my hairline,

behind my ears, and in my armpits.
“We had passed through Vilnius, Mmsk Orsha, Smolensk
I wrote the path of cities on my handkerchief in ink. Each
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déy when the door was open‘to light, I-'would add more detail -
and identifying clues that Papa would recognize—our blrth-_

days, a drawmg of a vilkas—a wolf. I made markings only in .

- thé center surrounded by a circle of hands touching ﬁngers I
scrawled the words pass along under the drawing of the hands

and I drew a thhuaman coint, When the handkerchief was .

“folded, the wntlng was undecectable
Drawmg'r‘ whispered the gray—haired man, winding his
watch,
I Jurnped
. “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
that eventually, it will get to him.”
“Very clever,” he said.

He had been kind on the j journey. Could T trust hun? “T.

neéed to give it to someone who will understand the i imper-
tance and pass it along,” '

“I can help you-wit_h th’atf’ he said.

- We had becn rollmg for eight days when the train Jcrkcd haid

" “and began to slow:

Jonas was at the litcle window slot. There s anothér train.
We'te coming up on a train going in the opposite direcuon
It’s stopped.” . '

Our train car dragged, bleedmg off speed. . _

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

. dows are open on thcu‘ cars,” said }onas '
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“Men?” said Mother. She quickly 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 breaths-in 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 Germany and the USSR.
Germany has moved into Lithuania,” she shouted “Did you

) 'hear me? The Germans are in thhuama'

Motale soated. Andrius and Jonas shouted and. whdopcd
Miss Grybas began to sing “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 forcmg the dead child

toward hér breast.

“No,” shé said through griteed tceth rockmg back and
. forth. “No. No.” .
Mother méved toward her. “Oh, my dear I'm so sorry.”
“NO!” Ona screamed, clutchmg her baby
Hot tears stung my parched eyes.
“What are you crying for?” complamed the- ‘bald man.
“You knew it was going to happeén. What was the baby going
to eat, lice? You're all imbeciles. The thing is better off. When
I die, if you'te smart you lI eat me if you all want to survive so.

' badly '
He prattled on, gtatmg, mfunatmg The words dlStOl’th I
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heard only the timbre of his voice thumping in my cars. Blood

putnped through my chest and rose up my neck.

“DAMN YOU!” Andrius screamed and lurched toward
the bald man. <If you don’tl'sh_ut your mouth, old man, I'll 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 fele

 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,

léave 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 Wi_ll not give her to. the guards. promlse,” said

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

or breath. “We'll wrap heér in something beautiful.” -

Ona sobbed. I moved to the open door to get some air.
Jonas retirned with' the buckets.

“Why are you crying?” he asked, chmbmg up.:

- Ishook my head.
“What's wrong?” he pressed. ~
X “Thefbaby’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
holding the bundle and then at me. He knelt down and took

- the small stone out of his pocket, making 2 mark on the floor- -
~ boards next to the others. He paused for a few moments, |

motionless, and then began slamming the stone against the
markings, harder and harder. He beat the floorboards with
such force that I thoughe he’ might break hss hand. T moved

+ toward him. Andrius stopped me.

“Let him do i it,” he said.
T looked at hlm, uncertain.
©_ “Better that he gets used to it,” he said.
Used to what, the feeling of uncontrolled anger? Or a sad-

ness o deep, like your very core has been hollowed out and fed

back to you from a dirty bucket?

I looked at Andrius, his face still 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, “T'm used to it.”

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

~ For once, the bald man said nothing. I wondered if what he
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said about Hitler was true. Could we be trading Stalin’s sickle

for something worse? No one seemed to think so. Papa would

know. He always knew those sorts of things, but he never

discussed them with me. He discussed thcm with Mother.

Sometimes at night I'd hear whispers and murmurs from their

room. I knew that meant they wete talking abouit the Soviets.

Rutd Seperys

smiling face S

1 thought about Papa. D1d he know about the war’ D1d hc o
know we all had lice? Did he know we were huddled together.

-Wlth a dead baby? Did he know how much I missed him? I |

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

" Hold stzlﬂ * I complained.
I bhad an itch,” said my father, grmmng _
“You did not, you're just trying to make ihis d ﬁfcu!t, i
teased, trying to capture bis bright blue eyes.
~ “I'm testing.you. Real artists must be able to capture the
moment,” be said, 3 '
“But if you don’t hold ssill, your eyes will be crooked,” I
. said, shading in the side of !7;.9 Sface with my pencil, '
“They're crooked anyway,” he said crossing. his eyes i
laughed, _ :

“What do you hear from yaur cousin jaamz"’ > he asked.

“Nothing lately. I sent her a dmwmg of that cottage in
J-'\-'Tz'da she liked last summer. I didn'’ even get a note back

from her. Mother said she received it 5ut is busy with her
- :md;es :

" “She'is” said Papa. “She hapes 10 be a a’ac:or mmeday,
you know.” c :

- 1 knew. Joana {poke often of medicine and her hopes qf
being a pediatrician. She was always interrupting my driw-
ing to tell me abéu_t the tendons in %ny Jingers or my joints.
If 1 50 much as sneezed, she would raitle off a:list of iarzﬁc.— .
Yious diseases that would have me in the grave by nightfall.
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in Nida. I'd wait up every night to bear the details of their

dutes. As a seventeen-year-old, she. had wisdom and experi-.

ence, as well as an anatomy book that ﬁmmated me.
“There,” I said, ﬁnm’amg the a’mwmg “Whar do you
think?”

“What's thar?” a;ked my ﬁztlyer, pomtmg to tfae p:zper
My signature.”

“Your szgnamre" It: a .rcrzééle No one will recognize it'’s

yam' name.”

I shrugged. !“Yozé will,” I said,

Rura Seperys

Last summer she had met a boy while we were on vacation

L

-* 'WE TRAVELED FARTHER SOUTH and passed through the

Utal Mountains. Miss Grybas explained that the Urals were
the boundary between Europe and Asia. We bad crossed into
Asia, -another continent. People said we W(:te on course for -
southern Sibetia, or possibly evenrChina ot Mqhgolia,

We tried for tﬁree"days to sneak Ona’s baby out, but the

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

rotting flesh had become unba_arablé in thc.hot car. Tt made

me retch.
Ona finally agreed to drop the baby down’ the bath-
room hole. She knelt over the opening, sobbing, hol_d_mg the '

bundle. r
' “For God’s sake,” moaned the, bald man, “Get rid of that

thing. I can’t breathe.”
“Be quiet!” Mother yelled 1o the bald man.
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“I can't,” whlmpcred Ona. “She’ll 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. T gasped. Mus. Rimas cried.

" “There,” said Miss Grybas. “Done. It's always easier for'
someone unattached.” She wiped her hands on her dress and
adjusted her hair bun, Ona fell into Mother’s arms: '

Jonas clung to Andnus, spcndmg ncarly every minute by

hls,s:dc He seemed angry all the time and so distant from his

' usual sweetness. Andrius had _taught him a few Russian stang
“words I had heard the NKVD use. It made me furious. I knew

: ‘I’d have to learn a bit of Ruassian eventually, but T hated the
thought Cy - '

One night, [ saw- the glow of a cigarette illuminate Jonas's
face. When1 complamed to Mothcr, she told me to lcave him be.
“Lina, every night I thank God bhe has Andrius; and you

_should too,” she said,
My stomach ate jtself. Pangs of hunger came at relentless

intervals, Although Mother made an effort to keep us ona .

schedule, 1 lost track of time and sometimes dozed off during

© 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 going on. Miss

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

way over. .
“And Dickens nonetheless. How dare you' You are bccom—

1ng the animals they treat us as'”
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“What’s going: tanp I asked.
“ Your brother and Andrius aré smoking!” she bellowed. .
- “My mother koows,” I'said. _
~ “Books!” she said, thrustmg a hard cover.in my face.
- “We ran out of cigarettes,” Jonas said so&ly, ‘but Andrms

had tobacco.”
“Miss Grybas,” said Mother, “I’lt handle it.”

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

able, Iearncd people. To smoke pages of a book is just. .. What
were you thmkmg?'” Miss Grybas asked. “Where chcl you get
this book?”. ' ‘ :

Dickens. I had The Pickws'ck Papersin mj' suitca;se. 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.” .
“1 certamly do blame you,” said Miss Grybas. “Corruptmg
this young boy. You should be ashamed.” '
Mrs. Arvydas slept on the other side of the car, completely
unaware of what had transpired.
“You'te an idiot!” I screasmed at Andrius.
“T’ll get you a new book,” he said.
" “No, you won’t, It was a gift,” | said.. “Jonas, Grandma gavc '
me that book.” '
“I'm sorry,” said Jonas, looking dow*n 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 cas. -
" - 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 bury them, or would they believe they were really
thieves and prostitutes? I felt as if T were riding a pendulum.

Just as T 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 2 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, lolhpops, black licorice, -

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

H_Qor, unfolding like a rainbow in front of us. Bright colors

'73'. .

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, matchcs, and dark chocolate wafers

for the adults. .

“They didn’t have bread or anything substantial,” explained
Mother as she divided the treasure amohgst'l everyone. “There
WEIE No newspapers ' .

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

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

said the bald man.

Because you are hungry and tired,” Mother salcl handmg :
 the man a cigarette. “And I know you would do the same for

- my children if they ever needed it.”

“Bah,” he scofféd and looked away. |

‘Two days fater, while on the bucket run; Andrius found an

oval stone full of quartz and other minirals. 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 princess.”

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

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

changed his appearance ennrely He was handsome when he

' smlled
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" AFTER SIX_WEEKS, and the third Hay withou’t. food, the

train sfopped. 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 Aliai 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 loafof bread I 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

properly. 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, bur it was no use. We wete like matchsticks in a small box.

Late morning ¢ame and we heard élanking. Tﬁe guards’

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

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

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

heiped me twist - my hair into a crown, Twisting it made it itch

_even mote.

“Remember, we must all stay together. Do not walk away or

- stray. Do you understand?” We nodded."Mother_ still ,Clutchecl

her coat t:ghtly under her arm.

" “Where are we?” asked Jonas. Wdl they gwe us a bucket -

of water?”

“I-den’t know yet, sald Mother, ﬁxmg her own hair. ‘She
pulled our a tube of lipstick and, with a weak hand, applied the

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

reflected off the dagger—shaped blades. They could puncture

-us within a fracrion of a second. Miss Grybas and Ms: leas_ :
helped the small children out first, and we followed. Andrius

and the gray-haired gentleman carried the bald mani from the

car.

ley, surrounded by forested hi]ls I saw mountains in the dis-
tance. The sky had never looked so blue, so beautiful. I had
to shade my eyes from the inténse sun. I breathed deeplyand -
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“g'rass, twenty 'ﬁeet from the tracks. We were given two
buckets of slop and water. The children lunged for it.

It was the firsttime I had seen the other passengers. There -
were thousands of people. Did we look as pitiful as they did?-
- Masses of Lithuanians with tattered suitcases and bulging bags -

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

-as if they bad lived in a gutter for years. Bvéryone moved in .

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

“We must strerch 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 wndened 1
- could only imagine the state I was in. We sat down and the
-grass felt heavenly, like a featherbed cornpared with the wagon
floor. The chuggmg motion of the train, howcver, was St[].[

“trapped in my body.

I looked at the people 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. Mis. Arvydas was more attrac- |

tive than her shadow. She had'a very shapely figure, smooth
brown hait, and full lips. Mrs, Rimas’ was a short woman w1th
thick 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 I 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. T watched as
he shook hands with a man he obviously recognized, passing
the fabric within palms. The man parted 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 waikmg 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,” ordcred the bald

man. “You'll draw attention to us.”
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“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 appéarance was dishev-
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.
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I WATCHED THE MEN walking amongst the groups,
surveying the merchandise. They made people stand, turn
around, and show them their hands.

“Mother; why are they selling us?” asked Jonas. “Where
are we going?” _

“Elena,” said Mrs. Arvydas, “you must tefl them chat
Andrius is a simpleton. Please. If not, they’ll take him from
me. Andrius, put your head down.”

“They're selling us in groups,” reported Mother.

I looked around our cluster. We were mostly women and
children, with only two old men. But we had Andrius. Despite
his injuries, he [ooked 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, excepe me. I couldn’t help

&
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myself. T 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 o 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 chsgust 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 stop and water,
debaring 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 gisl 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. 1
stood up and stretched.

The children spread out a bit, and the guards d1dnt 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 deparcure. |

“They’re going back for more,” said Andrius.

“You think s0?” asked Jonas.

“They won't stop,” said Andrius, “until they've gotten rid
of all of us.” o '
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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 wete going to make us slaves,” argued Mrs.
Arvydas. |

“A little 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.”

38

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. “Juse 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 didnt 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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“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.”
~ “Hes awfully cager to die, isnt 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 picture.

“Look,” continued Jonas, “that cloud looks like 2 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. I felt awkward under his
prolonged gaze,
“What?” 1 asked.
“You always seem to have a mouthful of opinions,” he
said. |
“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.

“Tn the living room, NOW!” Papa’s nostrils flared. He
walked out of vhe room.

“Mother, what's wrong?”

“You heard your father, Lina. Go to the living room.”

We walked out into the halhvay.

“Go to sleep, Jonas,” said Mother without even looking in
the direction of my brother’s room. I looked over. Jonas was

peeking out bis bedroom door, his eyes wide.

Papa was steaming mads and he was mad ar me. What
bad I done? I walked into the living room.

“Is 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.

1 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

Langhing. Stalin had a sad clown face as airplanes hit bis
head. Papa and Dr. Selizer were perfect likenesses. I hadn’t
quite mastered the journalist’s chin yet.

“Ate there others?” my father demanded, snapping the
paper from me.

“It was for fun,” said @ small voice. Jonas stood in bis

- pajamas in the ballway. “Please don't be mad, Papa.”
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“Were you in on this, t00?” yelled my father.
“Ob, Jonas,” said Mother.
“He wasn’s 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.
Wo. 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 ir 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.
Youve drawn your father and bis friends mocking the
leader of the Soviet Union! Are there others?” he asked,
No, that's the cma‘iy one.”

Fapa tore up my drawing and threw the pieces into the

fore.

—

Andtius 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.

Rura Sepetys

EVENING CAME and two groups were left, Most of the
NKVD had départed with the train. Only five armed officers
remained, with two trucks, Nearly seventy-five Lithuanians
and only five Soviets, yet no one dared move. 1 think most of
us were too tited 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 tising steadily.

“YWhat 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.

T 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.

- “Thetter try to quiet he,” 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, warching 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 bhe 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 came, c.hoseL
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. '

Ruta Sepetys

Riding in the truck, I realized that trying to escape would
bave been ridiculous. There was nothing for miles. We didnt
see a human being or pass another vehicle. 1 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 2 wooden building.
The guards jumped ous; yelling, “Davai! Davai!” and other
instructions. '

“They say we should leave our luggage in the trucks,” said
Mother, clutching her coat tightly over her arm.

“I want to know where we're going before we get out,”
demanded Mirs. Arvydas. :

Mother tried to talk to the guards. She turned and smiled.
“I¢’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, dear,” Mother transtated.

“Now? Right here?” Jonas asked, looking at all the women

and gifls.
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“We'll all turn around, won’t we, ladies?” said Mother, We
all turned our backs to the porch.

“Ne 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

bele 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.

Ruta Sepetys

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 wese in the first group, along with Mrs. 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 het brassiere and underwear, helping Ona. The guards
stood on the porch, staring at us. T hesitated.

“It’s okay, deas,” 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.
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I took off my bra and panties and stood on the porch, cover-
ing myself with roy hands. Mts. Arvydas stood next to me, het
voluptuous breasts too large to conceal with her thin forearm.
A guard with a gold tooth, who appeased 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 switled a toothpick on his tongue and
raised his brow, violating her with his stare.

Ilet 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 touch,

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.

Ruta Sepetys

A GUARD STOOD AT a distance. He plunged a scoop in a
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 ‘give 1s” She ook a small chunk of soap and scrubbed
at my scalp and face, ignoring her own body. I watched the
brown rivers 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 humiliarion.

| “Keep scrubbing, Lina, quickly,” said Méthet, turning to
wash Ona.

I stood shivering under the stream of water, washing as
well as T 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. Mts.

Arvydas swod 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, |
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. 1 looked
at her wet face. Water dripped 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 g 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 exired.

“Feel better, datling?” 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 halr was shiny, the color of dark
cinnamon.

“Now we're clean dead mien. So what of that?” said the

bald man.

i
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
Andrius, reaching out and grabbing a strand of my hair. I

shrank back and looked away. Mother put her arm around

me.

Ruta Sepetys

“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 1
could to break it. _

“Do you suppose they’ll take us for a four-course meal now
that we've been to the sauna?” joked Mrs. Rimas.

“Obh, yes, a piece of black forest torte and 2 cognac or two,”
laughed Mrs. Arvydas.

“T’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.

* Everyonc’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 eruck,
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. ' |

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 #s? I would con-

tinue to write and draw whenever I had the chance. T 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 clearly temporary. Buildings pitched ata 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 our own shacks, but when 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 Mother, pulling
us close.

"Two women walked past us carrying large buckets of water.

1 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 Altajan 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, weathercd 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 bately has food enough for herself and she’s
not about to share it with criminals like us” Mother 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.

Rura Sepetys

“We’re Lithuanian,” said Mother, first speaking in
Lithuanian and then in Russian. The woman jibbered.

“What's she saying?” [ 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?” 1 said.

“We're in Altai,” said Mothet. “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 wotkers,” 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 kolkbhoz, a collective farm, and T was to
become a beet farmer.

I hated beets.
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