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For Ayla – miláčku –
And for the one we lost who carried her here.




Only guard yourself and guard your soul carefully, lest you forget the things your eyes saw, and lest these things depart your heart all the days of your life, and you shall make them known to your children, and to your children’s children.
—Deuteronomy 4:9


Monday’s child is fair of face,
Tuesday’s child is full of grace,
Wednesday’s child is full of woe,
Thursday’s child has far to go.
— Mother Goose
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THE TRAIN WILL NEVER ARRIVE.


It winds into forever: shiny red cars, black cars, cattle cars, one after another. A red caboose and a Princess Elizabeth engine. The livestock cars, loosely linked, like the vertebrae of some long reptile’s spine. It reaches forward into the unknowable future, destined to move perpetually ahead, but with no destination in mind.


From the sky it looks inconsequential, a worm burrowing into the ground. And all the tiny people aboard look insignificant too: the postal workers and pastry chefs. The mothers and children.


The little ones.


You.


I saw your face for the first time in a dream. It was so clear and true that meeting you in the flesh, decades later, somehow paled against it. You trembled against your own ideal. A child in both eras. Here and there. Then and now.


You loved that train. I don’t know how I know, but I do. The short loop of track, how it covered the same ground again and again. The whistle singing out the same old warning: The past is catching up. Get ready.


You could not have been my child, but I loved you as if you were.


Not my child, no.


Someone else’s.





PART ONE



THE SUDETENLAND
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07/12/1939


Dear Mrs Inverness,


Although I could write a whole book, a short note will say what I need to say.


Things are happening here — unimaginable things. And yet, our only child, our Tomáš, is safe in London with you.


Dear Mrs Inverness, I cannot tell you my gratitude. And your detailed writing about our boy has moved us to tears.


As you are so extremely good as to be inclined to prepare his favourite dishes, I shall gladly tell you what Tomáš likes to eat. He is very fond of fruit, especially of bananas. His favourite soups are: vermicelli, mushroom, potato soup, lentil soup, cumin soup with vermicelli. As to the farinaceous food he ate little as well, but he mostly liked a chocolate tart minus cream. (First I should say to please excuse my English! It is a recent language for me.)


We long for Tomáš, surely. He is only four years old! But if we bring the sacrifice of parting with the child to exempt him perhaps of great suffering, and know that he is so well kept safe by you, we master our pain.


We will see him soon enough.


We thank you still many thousand times & remain,


Faithfully yours,


Lore and Misha Bauer


(FILE UNDER: Bauer, Lore. Died Birkenau, 1943)







YOU CAME BACK FROM THE DEAD.


It was just like you to pull such a trick. To give this world another run for its money. And to give yours truly another chance. You can’t imagine the relief I felt. I’d lost so many, but you wouldn’t leave me. You would stay.


I knew, finally, that despite all the loss we were blessed. The end of this long and winding story was happy.


You’d been gone thirty seconds. Maybe a minute. Eyes glazing, gaze immobile. The steady beeps from the heart monitor fell into one line of sound. A long quiet highway down which your ghost was walking. It was just like the movies—I opened my mouth to scream but no sound came out. There was no one else to watch you die, your hospital room empty for once of interns, nurses, cleaning staff. I could not scream but I didn’t need to. Your eyes opened. You’d been gone, but you were back.


I exhaled. Around me, the room had also popped back to life, latex gloves snapping, a doctor rushing past with her ponytail swaying, bending over the heart monitor as though it was the patient, not you. I kept my eyes on your face. Despite all the chemo, the chemicals that had been flooding your body for months, your skin still had the wonderful papery softness of old age. I reached out and laid a palm against your cheek. You were quiet, taking me in. It wasn’t quite a smile, but a look of recognition, after which I knew: you would live. The others were all dead, their bodies piled up at the edge of my awareness like logs by a cabin in the woods. They had gone up in smoke. But you’d come through.


There were words. ‘Juice,’ you said, and I held the small cup with the foil pulled back to your lips. You couldn’t manage. I turned the stiff crank on your hospital bed, raising you to sitting.


‘Straw,’ you said. I reached behind me, without looking away from you, and some masked assistant obliged.


There was a Viennese waltz playing in the background. It was the exact recording you’d wanted, on tape, the old-fashioned way. I’d had considerable difficulty locating a cassette player. I’d gone to several enormous and abominable technology depots where I was told repeatedly that they’re not made anymore. The sales people – children – spoke with disdain. One – I’m not lying – did not know what a tape was. ‘Like Scotch tape?’ she asked. ‘Or masking tape?’


I finally realised I already had what I needed, in the back of my closet in my office at the university, a small machine I used to use in my interviews. So I brought it to the hospital. I thought of the voices it had recorded, of the futility of those stories. For years, decades, I’d had faith in letters, in words. But now I realised that you had it right: a simple waltz was more comforting. Music held more meaning than language ever could. The tape player would finally be of real use after all these years.


The waltz was playing quietly in the background. It made me think of a candle in a window, of softly falling snow. What happened next was equally slow. There was nothing dramatic, no close-up of the beautiful doctor’s face as she applied the paddles to your chest. That’s not how life is. The happy ending arrived unadorned, and left just as quickly. I took the plastic cup away from your mouth and wiped the spittle from your lips. I turned to throw the cup into the bin, and looked back.


Your eyes had closed. The last person I loved. You were gone.





ONE


SEPTEMBER 1938


It was Friday afternoon, the end of a long week. Misha Bauer made one last telephone call; the operator told him there was a line through Berlin.


‘Our calls don’t go through Berlin,’ he said. She of all people should know that. But he didn’t want to be angry — not at the start of the Sabbath. He was looking forward to getting home to his wife and his little boy, Tomáš.


‘My mistake.’


‘Could you book me a line for Monday?’ he asked.


‘Next Monday?’


‘Four o’clock.’ He paused. ‘No, four thirty.’


‘Sicher. Ja.’


‘Danke. Guten tag.’ Misha replaced the black horn on the side of the box on the wall. Pushed back his heavy oak chair and took the pince-nez off the bridge of his nose.


His secretary stood up as he passed her desk on his way out. ‘Good Shabbos, Mr Bauer,’ she said. Which she need not say, given the times, and which he appreciated all the more because of it.


He had parked the car next to the city-square market where the fresh flowers and root vegetables were sold. Nearby were two blinkered horses and a milkman’s cart, the white cans ready for delivery. Misha was planning to buy Lore a bouquet. He passed the post office — in the window he saw a clerk in a blue uniform bent over a bookkeeper’s ledger. Four or five young men were walking towards him on the other side of the avenue. One, a redhead, was carrying a bucket of water. They were, he knew, going to offer to wash his car. Even the least expensive Opel was a novelty, and an American Studebaker like his — well, people wanted to get close to it. Misha nodded at the redhead, smiling to show that the young man was welcome to take a look. The next thing he felt was a blow to his gut. His back smacked against the cobblestones and his teeth clamped down on his tongue.


Misha lay there for several minutes, the sky a dirty rag above him, the metallic bite of blood in his mouth. When he managed to turn his head sideways, he saw the redhead’s shins, the long white woollen knee socks. What exactly was about to happen remained obscure, but the socks meant it would not be good.


The boy with the sideburns used a saw to cut the tailpipe off his car. Misha heard him shouting, and then the severing of the metal. One by one, the windows of his car were smashed in. Then they kicked Misha onto his hands and knees and made him scrub the sidewalk. The redhead stood above him, brandishing the tailpipe like a club. ‘Augen unten, Schwein,’ he said. Misha could not see if anyone had noticed what was happening; if they did, nobody stopped to help. He was at it for an hour, the hoodlums standing guard. When he asked for a drink of water —


Here Pavel stopped talking. Marta was sitting next to him in front of the large parlour window, trying not to meet his eye. She watched a splatter of starlings swoop out from under the eaves, ten or twelve black blips on the radar of evening.


‘When he asked for some water,’ Pavel continued, ‘they made him drink the soapy slop from the pail.’


Marta’s gaze was fixed on the middle distance. ‘They made him drink it?’ she asked, hoping she’d misheard him.


‘It was full of shards of glass.’


‘And then?’


‘They beat him with the tailpipe.’


Marta didn’t answer. She felt as though his words were coming from very far away or from a long ago time. There was a blankness in her head that reminded her of when she was young, and she had to force herself to focus in order to hear what he was saying.


Pavel straightened his tie. He paused, as though he too was having difficulty believing what he was about to tell her. ‘And then?’ he said finally. ‘They knocked him unconscious and left him. For dead.’


Marta turned towards Pavel finally, looking to her trusted employer to explain how this was possible, but he was a quiet man and seemed to have said all he was prepared to say. She opened her mouth and closed it again. The day was losing shape, like a worn-out undergarment. Time coming loose, a thread at the cuff. Marta twirled a strand of hair around her forefinger. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered, but the blanket of fog in her mind had now closed in, and something inside her dismissed the threat entirely. Mr Bauer clearly had his details confused. Even if — even if this unthinkable thing had actually happened to his brother — well, that was Vienna. ‘Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer’ — Hitler had made clear his intent to annex Austria, and then he’d done it. Whereas Pavel and Marta’s native Czechoslovakia was still free.


A final starling dived down through the September dark, descending at the exact speed of a clock’s second hand. Its body compact, black as a bullet. And then, as though it had reached its target, there was a loud explosion close by.


She straightened. ‘What was that?’


‘A gun,’ Pavel said.


‘Mr Bauer?’


Marta crossed the room to the window. Sure enough, a row of soldiers was firing a dummy round into the late afternoon sky. Pavel had a Winchester and a Steyr that he took on hunting expeditions to Hungary, so it wasn’t that Marta was unfamiliar with rifles. But this was different. Another kind of fight altogether. She was twenty-three years old. Born during the Great War but too young to remember it. All she’d really known her whole life was peace.


‘Do we actually need gas masks?’ She found herself wanting to giggle — the whole thing was so absurd — and she cleared her throat and brought a hand to her face to conceal her expression. Why was she behaving like this? It must be nerves. She removed her hand and said, straight-faced, ‘The gas masks remind me of Pepik’s Botanisierbuchse.’


Pavel smiled at the reference to his son’s botanical specimen can, but now he was staring off into the distance. ‘The Germans want us next,’ he said. ‘But the Wehrmacht tanks are built for the plains.’ He squinted as if he could see into the future. ‘When they move into the Šumava mountain pass, we’ll get them. We’ve got thirty-five divisions, and forts all along the border of the Sudetenland.’


Marta still couldn’t reconcile the rallying gunfire with their sleepy Bohemian town. It could claim the tallest church spire in the region — seventeen metres precisely — but there was nothing else remarkable about it. A Gentile butcher, a Jewish tailor, two hundred families grouped together on the east bank of a river with nowhere in particular to go. It was quiet and safe; she knew that’s why Pavel loved it. He loved a week in London, a month on the Adriatic coast in the summer, but beneath it he was a vlastenecký, a Czech nationalist. The thing he loved best was coming home.


Marta could see her reflection in the parlour window. Her hair was dark and curly; she had a dimple in the middle of her left cheek that seemed to drive her innocence home. Pavel got up from his chair, and he stood next to her for a moment, looking down at the town square. There was a woman trying to cram an enormous valise into the boot of a Tatra, and several more detachments of Czech soldiers. A young girl cried openly as she watched a uniformed back retreat across the square. Her man going off to fight. She held a single rose in her hand, the petals pointed towards the ground like a magic wand that had lost its power. And Marta felt suddenly the same helpless dread. The fog inside her lifted and the old familiar feeling came back. Things were about to happen, she knew. Things she would be powerless to stop.
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That night she snuck out of the Bauer house. Crossed the cobbled square, passed the grocer’s and the tailor’s shop, her bare feet cold in her sandals. Mist lifted off the river in wisps. Little plumes of anticipation rose inside her as well. An hour ago she’d been soundly asleep, but now she felt alert, wide awake. She heard the quiet burble of water over rocks and, somewhere not far off, the sound of a window being opened. The keys to Mr Bauer’s factory were clutched in her palm. He always left them hanging from a loop of leather on a hook by the back door; she had learned to pick them up by their long metal ends to avoid the sound of them jingling together.


There was a half-moon edging out from a length of grey cloud. Mr Goldstein’s beard, she thought.


The moon rubbed the river’s back. She crossed the footbridge, her sandals clacking on the wood, taking the same path she’d taken for several weeks now. Her body moved unthinkingly. The factory was enclosed by heavy iron bars but the gate had been left open an inch. Ernst had arrived before her; he’d be waiting inside.


The rusted latch fell shut behind her like the end of a morality tale.


She went in through the front hall. The secretary’s desk had been cleared for the day, the typewriter covered with a thick canvas sheath. There was a framed swatch of lace on the wall from the textile factory’s first day of production. She had a brief uneasy feeling, remembering Pavel’s story: What had become of his brother Misha’s factory? And what of brother Misha himself? She pushed the thought away, anticipating instead what awaited her. Crossed the foyer and stood next to the elevator, a wooden platform that was operated by pulling a rope. Her nipples were stiff under her sweater. She moved towards the door to the factory floor and slowly twisted the handle.


Inside, everything was dark. An industrial-sized broom had been leaned up against the wall. The giant machines were like sleeping mammals, their silvery flanks fallen still.


She didn’t hear Ernst’s approach. He had her from behind before she saw his face. She laughed, trying to turn in his arms to see him, but he held her firmly, pulling her against his chest. A hand held loosely over her mouth.


‘You’re my gas mask,’ she said.


‘I’m here to protect you,’ Ernst whispered into her curls.


‘To keep the filthy odours away?’


He hesitated; she felt his muscles tighten behind her. ‘Do you find …’ he said.


‘Do I find what?’


‘The Jews. Do you find that they smell?’


Marta stiffened. ‘Of course not! What a thing to say.’ She tried to pull away, to look Ernst in the face, but he held her firmly.


‘I’m not the only one saying it.’ He paused, as though suddenly aware of himself. ‘I’m not saying it,’ he said quickly. ‘I’m not saying it at all.’


She could tell he was ashamed, and felt a rush of sympathy. He was only repeating what people on the streets were saying, after all. And who was she to judge whether these statements were true? The Jews she knew best — Mr Bauer, for example — they weren’t really Jewish, at least not in the way she knew was meant by the word. She tried to think if she knew anyone Jewish who was actually practising. There was Mr Goldstein, of course, but he was perhaps the only one.


‘Mr Bauer says we will need a gas mask,’ she said.


Ernst’s thumb was tracing her jawline.


‘Perhaps he’ll prove right.’


‘Do you think so?’ This surprised her, and part of her started to panic. ‘I have no family,’ she said suddenly, although she’d told herself she would not, and pivoted in Ernst’s arms so that her face was directly in front of his: the square jaw, the pockmarks, the faint pebbling of stubble. The thought of war terrified her, and she clung to him tightly. ‘What will I do? If the fighting starts in earnest?’


‘Pavel will protect you,’ Ernst said mildly.


She lifted her chin to hold his eye. ‘He isn’t obliged.’


‘But he will.’ She could see Ernst wanted to give Pavel the benefit of the doubt, to paint his friend in the best possible light, as though in apology for his earlier comment.


‘You have your wife,’ Marta heard herself say in the petulant voice of a child.


Ernst’s gaze softened; he ran the pad of his thumb over her bottom lip. ‘And you have your beauty,’ he said, as though that would solve anything. Marta had noticed this about the few men she interacted with on a daily basis; they thought a woman’s good looks could protect her, like some kind of shield.


He drew her to him, then kissed her softly, holding her bottom lip between his teeth ever so briefly. He cupped her breast lightly, and then more firmly, his touch getting rough. The hand was back over her mouth, but she yielded, her body giving in to his command. She was not about to scream. This was part of it, part of their game, and if she was honest, it was the part she most enjoyed.


She was caught now. He would not let her go.
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From the kitchen came the sound of the cook chopping beets, the running of water followed by scrubbing, then the thwack, thwack of a knife against the board. It was the sound of Marta’s pulse, of the ache in her temples. It had been another night without any sleep.


‘Dinner is at seven, Mr Bauer,’ she said.


Pavel, she saw, had moved to the hall and was pulling on a green wool cloak, the one he usually wore mushrooming. He held his pipe away from his face. ‘Off to enlist,’ he grinned.


She squeezed her eyes closed for a moment; she could actually feel the tired pouches of flesh beneath them. ‘You can finally take action,’ she said.


All summer Pavel had been enraged by the Völkischer Beobachter’s headlines: ‘Czech Police Burn Sudeten Farms’; ‘German Peddler Killed by Czech Mob’. Lies, he said, every word. For months Sudeten Germans had been under orders to provoke Czechs, and the Czechs were under orders not to be provoked. But now, finally, Pavel would have the chance to stand up for what he believed.


Marta paused and shut her eyes again briefly. She took a half-step towards Pavel and inhaled deeply. Did he smell? Like tobacco, certainly, but beneath that?


‘What about the factory?’ she asked. ‘If you enlist?’ It was a bold question on her part, but Pavel didn’t seem to notice.


‘We need men to fight,’ Pavel said. ‘We need men, and we need boys!’ He punctuated with his pipe, jabbing at the air with its stem. Pleased, she thought, to have her as an audience.


‘And your workers?’


‘The workers will fight.’


‘Even Ernst?’ She tasted the plant manager’s name.


‘I’m halting production tomorrow,’ Pavel said, not answering her question.


‘Really? Are you certain?’


But who was she to ask? Mr Bauer obviously had a vision: it had pulled him out of the depths of himself. She’d heard him speak more in the past day than in the thirty days before that combined.


‘If Germany takes us, there will be nothing left for the workers at all,’ Pavel said.


There was a sharp knock at the door. It was Ernst — she’d known it would be. He’d shaved since the night before, she saw, and his sweater had been replaced with an Austrian cloak like Pavel’s. An ostrich feather stuck out from the side of his cap. He seemed a different man from the one she’d just been with, remote and apart from her. To think of the intimacies they had so recently shared made her flush.


‘We were just talking about you,’ Pavel smiled, and clapped his friend on the shoulder.


‘Good things?’ Ernst looked at Marta.


‘Of course!’ Pavel said. ‘I was telling Marta how the whole factory will enlist …’


Ernst made a noise in the back of his throat that seemed, to Marta, noncommittal. But Pavel didn’t appear to notice. ‘We’re late,’ he said. Then, ‘See you shortly, Marta.’


She lowered her eyes and fiddled with the string of her apron, then slipped out of the hallway. ‘It’s a great day,’ she heard Pavel announce to Ernst. ‘A great day for us. A bad day for the Germans!’


Ernst’s voice was muffled; Marta couldn’t hear his reply.


When the men were gone, Marta walked slowly around the parlour, running a palm over the polished oak table, touching the throne-like wooden chairs with the hunting scenes carved into their backs. A crystal candy dish held a bag of Pepik’s chocolate-covered cherries.


Upstairs, the door to the master bedroom was open. There was an ornate Victorian sofa in the corner, the kind that would stay in the room forever because it was too heavy and awkward to move, and French doors that gave way to a little balcony with a wrought-iron table where nobody ever sat. Books were stacked up on Pavel’s side of the bed: Talks with Tomáš Masaryk by Karel Čapek, his favourite Czech author, a boy from his hometown of Hronov who had made good. And Das Unbehagen in der Kultur by Sigmund Freud, the famous doctor who had just died of cancer.


Marta went over to the bed and fluffed up the goose-down pillows. There was a silver boar’s-hair brush on the vanity, and the watch was beside it, left there casually, as though it was not worth a small fortune. Its case made a sound like a door that needed oil. She held the watch tentatively to her wrist; she imagined herself in a silk dress and elbow-length gloves, being twirled by Ernst across a glimmering ballroom floor. How glamorous she’d appear, how worldly. Pavel had brought the watch back from Paris; the band was made completely of diamonds, with a thin blue line of sapphires down the centre. He was trying, she knew, to convert his wealth into solid assets. If war broke out the currency would be useless.


Engraved on the underside of the band was a woman’s name: Anneliese.


Marta shut the watch case. She closed the bedroom door behind her.
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Downstairs Pepik was on his stomach, splayed out in front of his train with his buckled shoes crossed behind him. Two clothespin people clutched in his fists. ‘All aboard!’ she heard him whisper forcefully. A shy boy usually, but in charge of this domain.


She got down on her hands and knees and whispered in his ear: ‘Pepik. Kolik je hodin?’


He started as though waking from a long and feverish dream. The blush of pleasure on his face at seeing her never ceased to amaze her. That she gave someone such comfort. That she could be so needed. He squinted up at the grandfather clock in the corner of the room, taller than him by half, with its regal stature and chimes.


‘Two o’clock.’ He tugged at his suspender.


‘Two o’clock minus …?’


‘Where’s my little man?’ Pepik asked.


She passed him the clothespin doll. ‘Minus?’


‘Some minutes!’


Marta laughed. ‘Minus ten minutes,’ she said. ‘Look at the long hand.’


Pepik wiggled his fist, causing the tiny man to run away and hide behind the caboose.


‘Would you like one of your chocolates?’ she asked.


She knew he would say no: he was saving them to share with his friends. It was a magnanimous approach for such a small child, but she also knew where it came from — Pavel was equally generous.


Marta suddenly remembered Pepik’s first weeks home from the hospital, how hard he had cried in the evenings, and the thrill she felt as the cloudy newborn eyes slowly clarified to the same bright blue as hers. A stranger might see them together and remark on how the child took after his mother.


Was this what every governess secretly hoped for?


A sharp gust of wind squealed down the chimney. In the silence that followed another shot rang out; the soldiers across the square were hard at work at target practice. Pepik didn’t seem to notice but Marta shivered involuntarily; she kept expecting the whole situation would blow over, but instead it seemed to be escalating. She got back down beside Pepik and crossed her legs and looked at him closely. ‘Miláčku,’ she said. ‘Did you hear that gun? Do you remember the big trucks yesterday?’


He looked at her blankly. Blinked his long lashes.


‘That was the Czech army. They’re here to protect us.’


Pepik turned back to the train, focused on his goal. ‘All aboard,’ he muttered again. But Marta took his face by the chin and turned it towards her. This was important.


‘Your tata,’ she said, ‘and all of his workers — everyone is ready to fight.’


She paused, wondering if this was really true.


Would Ernst fight? On which side?


And which side was she herself on?


‘Come here, Pepik,’ she whispered. She wanted, suddenly, to hold him. But Pepik seemed to have forgotten her entirely. He turned back to the scene in front of him, the Princess Elizabeth engine, the livestock cars loosely linked like the vertebrae of some long reptile’s spine.


Pepik flicked the switch.


The electric train seemed to hesitate for a moment. Then it sighed on its tracks, a traveller hoisting very heavy bags.
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Pavel wasn’t home until eight o’clock that evening. Marta heard him say thank you to Sophie the cook as he passed her his felt hat. He came into the parlour, his jacket thrown over his shoulder and a copy of Lidové noviny tucked under his arm. Whistling. He was off-key but she recognised the first few notes of Smetana’s patriotic ‘Má Vlast.’


‘Where is your train headed?’ he asked his son. ‘Is it off to fight the Germans?’


Pepik was in his blue flannel nightcap. He nodded mutely, pleased with his father’s attention and suspicious of it at the same time. Marta could tell he knew something strange was astir. He sensed his environment, she thought, in the same way an animal could sense rain. She remembered the farm where she had grown up, how the chickens would fuss on a hot July evening. As the air thickened there was an increasing sense of panic. Or maybe that was just how she’d felt; hot weather meant her father would be restless.


‘How’s the Crown Prince?’ Pavel asked his son, trying again to engage him. But Pepik was allowed only a few more minutes of play before bed, and he ignored his father, focused on his train. He was fiddling with the little piece on the front — what was it called? — the fan shape that stuck out like a dustpan. It reminded Marta of Hitler’s moustache.


Vermin, Hitler had called the Jews. But he spoke with compelling confidence.


Pavel gave up on his son and turned away and opened his leather briefcase on the oak table. He was wearing not his usual business suit and tie but informal soldier’s clothes: corduroy pants and a sweater with leather patches on the elbows. He pulled several manila dossiers out of the case, each neatly labelled, and smiled at Marta. ‘I’ll have a cup of coffee, please,’ he said. He considered for a moment, then slid the files back into the case, snapping the clasps shut. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a whiskey.’


The decanter was chiselled crystal with a stopper shaped like the Eiffel Tower. Pavel placed two small glasses close together on a round silver platter.


‘Care to join me?’


‘Me?’


But there was nobody else in the room. ‘To what occasion?’ asked Marta.


‘To victory!’ Pavel responded with gusto, but didn’t yet raise his glass. He looked at her, challenging, his jaw square. For a moment she saw what he must have been like as a child: stubborn, impulsive. Something else he’d passed on to Pepik.


‘To beating the bastards down,’ Pavel said, gesturing with his drink to the window and the implied enemy beyond it. ‘The Russians are on their way with support …’ He railed on about fortifications, about the Maginot Line. Marta had never heard him so energised about anything. She wondered vaguely whether he knew that tomorrow was the first day of Rosh Hashanah. How did she herself know this? Someone must have told her — Mr Goldstein? Yes. Who else could it have been? There was no Judaism in her family, of course — none as far as she knew — but she found the religion’s customs curious, the candles and skullcaps, the prohibitions against various foods. Marta thought about the Jewish New Year, and Yom Kippur, which would follow — the Day of Atonement, Goldstein had said, the day of repenting for sins.


Could she ask forgiveness for her own sins? If only, she thought, it was that simple.


‘Either Hitler gives in,’ Pavel was saying, ‘or there will be a war.’ He paused, and Marta was suddenly aware that he had asked something of her, that he was soliciting her opinion. She blurted out the first thing she thought of. ‘Those white woollen knee socks,’ she said. ‘Are they worn by Nazis?’


She was remembering Pavel’s story about his brother Misha, how he’d been knocked to the ground by the gang of boys and had seen their socks and known.


But Pavel ignored her. ‘Even if the government yields,’ he said, ‘the army would never listen.’ And the truth of this seemed confirmed for him in the act of speaking it aloud. ‘You,’ he said to Marta, ‘have no idea how lucky we are now. Compared to the way it was before.’


Before, she knew, meant before Tomáš Masaryk, before 1918, when Czechoslovakia did not exist. He was right, she thought; it was hard for her to imagine. She told him as much.


‘That’s the peril of youth,’ Pavel said. ‘The lack of experience against which to compare.’


He was thirty. There were only seven years between them, but he chose to assert them now.


‘You old man,’ Marta said, smiling.


‘And you are a lovely young lady.’ Pavel raised his glass. ‘To beating those Germans,’ he said, holding her eye, just as they heard his wife coming up the stairs.
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Anneliese Bauer’s fingernails were painted a deep shade of scarlet. She was carrying a flat white box tied with a blue ribbon, the signature of the Hruska patisserie. What she was doing buying the medovnik herself Marta couldn’t imagine, and for a moment she felt guilty, or neglectful, as though this somehow reflected on her own job as hired help. There was something wrong about it, something out of order. Then again, Marta thought, everything was topsy-turvy these days. And Anneliese, she reminded herself, was not one to do anything she didn’t want to do.


‘Am I to be included in cocktails?’ Anneliese asked now, stepping into the parlour and fanning her face with an open hand, as though her nail polish were not quite dry. Her brown hair was set in a finger wave, the wide curls clinging to the sides of her head. She looked like a model from an ad for the alpine spas where Pavel’s mother went to convalesce in the summers. Marta imagined herself sashaying across the Persian carpets, mingling with the men with gold-tipped walking sticks and women in hats with veils. The European elite gossiping over their wineglasses, shifting effortlessly between languages to get across the exact nuance of what they meant.


She curtsied, and Anneliese turned and acknowledged her, passing her the cake. ‘Put this in the icebox, please?’


‘Of course,’ Marta answered, part of her relieved that the natural order of things had not been eclipsed by the mobilization after all. Anneliese would still make requests and Marta would still carry them out.


Pavel had gone to the sideboard and was bringing down a third glass. ‘To what do we owe the pleasure?’ Anneliese asked her husband.


‘To war,’ he said. He could barely keep the smile off his face.


From the corner of the room came the tick-tick-tick of Pepik’s electric train rounding its track.


Anneliese grasped her earlobes and pulled off her clip-on earrings one at a time. She snapped open her small Chanel purse and deposited them inside. ‘Let’s hope it’s over fast.’ She dug around for her silver cigarette case. ‘The Fischls are leaving,’ she announced to her husband.


Pavel was being generous with the whiskey; he did not turn to face her. ‘Bon voyage to the Fischls.’ Now he turned and passed the glass to his wife. ‘Just goes to show. One bit of trouble and they’re out of here as fast as Jesse Owens.’ He paused, pleased with his comparison.


‘They’re leaving tomorrow. Hanna Fischl got an international phone call — from her mother in England,’ Anneliese said.


Marta remembered the box of cake in her hand. She put down her whiskey and went to the kitchen, wondering if she’d understood correctly. An international phone call — but England was an ocean away. How was it possible to speak across such a distance? She pictured a thin wire high above the clouds, and then she pictured tiny men running back and forth through the hollowed-out centre of the wire to deliver their messages into the waiting ears of their listeners.


She put the cake in the icebox, just as Mrs Bauer had asked.


‘They’re all going,’ she heard Anneliese say to Pavel. ‘Even Dagmar and Erna.’


‘The nieces?’


‘Oskar’s daughters.’


‘And Oskar?’


‘All of them, Pavel.’ Anneliese’s voice revealed frustration. She was a gorgeous young woman, intelligent and sassy, who’d married a mild-mannered, average-looking industrialist. Marta loved both of the Bauers, but the match still sometimes confounded her. Anneliese needed someone with more … what? More flourish. Pavel was wealthy, well-bred, intelligent, but Anneliese was diminished by him somehow. She loved him, Marta thought, but part of her had been squandered.


‘We did the right thing buying those defence bonds,’ Pavel was saying as Marta returned to the parlour. Anneliese gave him a sharp look that meant not in front of the help. ‘To beating the Germans quickly,’ she said, to change the subject. The Bauers raised their glasses.


Marta lifted her own glass, pleased to be included, and then waited for a natural pause in the conversation. ‘Would you like me to make the coffee now, Mr Bauer?’ Sophie was the cook and Marta the governess but Marta had been there longer. She knew exactly how Pavel liked it, the tiniest bit of sugar stirred in.


Pavel lifted a forefinger to show he’d like another whiskey instead.


Marta moved to get the decanter but saw that Anneliese was eyeing her, looking her up and down as though trying to make up her mind about something.


‘Shall I?’ Marta asked, suddenly uncertain, and gestured in the direction of the alcohol.


Anneliese nodded to show she should proceed, but she was still looking at Marta, evaluating. ‘Ernst seems to be around a lot these days,’ she said finally.


Marta swallowed. ‘Would you like a boží milosti as well?’


Anneliese ignored the question. ‘He keeps stopping by.’


‘Let me bring in a plate of cookies.’


But Anneliese wouldn’t let her get away so easily. ‘Why might that be? Any idea?’


‘Perhaps because of what’s going on.’ Marta paused, flushing. ‘The mobilization, I mean.’


She lowered her face and hurried into the kitchen. Reached up to the top shelf, flustered, and the tin crashed down, bits of cookies spilling across the floor. Marta cursed under her breath and knelt down to brush up the mess, replaying Anneliese’s words. What exactly did she know? And had she told Pavel? It wasn’t likely, Marta reassured herself. Anneliese had a secret of her own, something she wanted her husband never to find out. Marta had stumbled on it, in a manner of speaking. They were tied to each other, Marta and her mistress. Like runners in a three-legged race. If one went down the other would go down with her.
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The next afternoon, Marta held Pepik’s small hand on the way to the train station. They passed Mr Goldstein crossing the square, a piece of fringed material draped over his arm. ‘Shana tova,’ he said to Pepik.


Pepik kicked at the toe of one shoe with the heel of the other. ‘Fine-thank-you-and-how-are-you?’


Mr Goldstein laughed. ‘Have a good year,’ he translated. ‘Remember I told you? About Rosh Hashanah?’


Marta held Pepik against her leg, her fingers combing through his curls. ‘I was just thinking about it yesterday,’ she said.


‘So my teaching has not been for nothing!’ There were crinkles in the corners of Mr Goldstein’s eyes. ‘And what about you, the little lamed vovnik?’ He looked down at Pepik, but no answer was forthcoming.


Marta prompted her charge. ‘Do you remember, miláčku? About the Jewish New Year?’ Of course he wouldn’t remember — the Bauers’ home was completely secular — but what was the harm? Marta had always liked the old tailor, and he was so kind to Pepik.


‘The minute hand is longer,’ Pepik declared solemnly, confirming her hypothesis that he had no idea what they were talking about. ‘Would you like a chocolate?’ He held out his precious bag.


‘How kind of you. But no, thank you. I have to get back.’


‘Are you working?’ Marta asked politely. Wasn’t work forbidden on the holiday?


Mr Goldstein shook his head. ‘Not working. Praying.’ And he held up his arm with the length of material — which she now saw was a prayer shawl — folded over it. He rolled his eyes, pretending to bend under the weight of the holiday’s rigorous requirements, but Marta knew how devoted he truly was.


She laughed. ‘Happy praying!’ She squinted, trying to recall the correct salutation. ‘Shana tova?’


‘To you too,’ he smiled. He looked down at the boy. ‘Shana tova, Pepik.’


Pepik reached up to twist the tip of the tailor’s long beard. This was a joke that they shared. Mr Goldstein’s beard held the cone shape as he hurried across the town square.
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The train station’s platform was crammed with soldiers and housewives, and young girls pushing prams and crying. A man with mutton chop sideburns wore a ribbon on his jacket, gold and black, the colours of the old Austro-Hungarian Empire. Marta held Pepik’s little shoulders, guided him around two women in wide-brimmed hats. She heard one of them say, ‘It makes sense to create one big country out of two German-speaking ones.’


‘You mean Germany and Austria?’


‘I mean Germany and the Sudetenland!’


Through the crowd she thought she saw the back of Ernst’s head. She checked herself; lately she saw the back of Ernst’s head everywhere. And what would he be doing here at the station?


Still, she craned her neck. She couldn’t help it.


Pepik was tugging at her dress. He wanted to be carried. ‘You’re a big boy,’ she said, absently. ‘You’ve started school now.’ She stood on tiptoe. The man with the mutton-chops moved and she got a clear view of Ernst’s profile, the pocked cheeks and high forehead — it was him after all.


‘School is over,’ Pepik said, triumphant. He was pleased with his reasoning.


Marta scanned the platform, looking for Ernst’s wife, but didn’t see her anywhere. He must be alone. She lifted a hand to the side of her face, trying to get Ernst’s attention, but discreetly.


‘School is over,’ Pepik repeated.


‘It’s not over. It will start again soon. The soldiers are just using it as a base.’ Her eyes were on Ernst, willing him to meet her gaze.


‘Will they learn to tell the time?’


Marta finally looked down at Pepik, a rush of affection rising through her. ‘Yes,’ she said gravely. ‘Just like you.’


That was all he’d needed, she saw, a little bit of attention. He was emboldened. He ran across the platform with his bag of chocolate cherries clutched in his hand, shouting something at a blond boy he must have recognised from his class.


Marta watched him disappear into a wall of bodies. She turned back; Ernst was moving purposefully towards her. She hastily smoothed down her curls with the palms of her hands. When he was a few metres away, he motioned with his head towards a nook beside the ticket counter.
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