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 Dedicated to the memory of my parents, Vera and Jasper


. . . and to the hundreds of thousands of courageous refugees fleeing war and persecution in today’s world




TIMELINE
SELECTED HISTORICAL EVENTS MENTIONED IN THE NOVEL










	March 1933


	Hitler comes to full power in Germany.
Thousands of political opponents, mainly socialists and communists, arrested and sent to Dachau, one of the first concentration camps.
Restrictions on Jews begin.







	July 1936


	Start of Spanish Civil War:
Franco launches coup of Nationalists against the left-wing elected Republican government. Nationalists supported by Hitler. International Brigade of volunteers fight for Republican side.







	March 1938


	Hitler annexes Austria: the Anschluss.







	May 1938


	Reports of German troop movements towards the Czech border lead to full Czech Army mobilization, threat averted.







	Sept. 1938


	British and French governments sign Munich accord with Hitler; Germany granted right to annex the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia.







	Oct. 1938


	International Brigades withdraw from Spain.







	March 1939


	Franco declares victory, end of Spanish Civil War. Hitler invades Czechoslovakia.







	Aug. 1939


	Hitler and Stalin sign Non-aggression Pact.







	Sept. 1939


	Hitler invades Poland. Britain and France declare war on Germany.
Followed by period of ‘phony war’ with very little action on Western Front until April 1940.







	April 1940


	Hitler invades Denmark and Norway.







	May 1940


	Hitler launches invasion of Belgium and France. Chamberlain resigns as British Prime Minister, succeeded by Churchill as head of Coalition Government.







	June 1940


	France falls to Germany.
Internment of ‘enemy aliens’ begins in Britain.







	July 1940


	Arrival of Free Czech Army divisions in Britain.







	Sept. 1940


	German bombing of Britain, the ‘blitz', begins.







	June 1941


	Germany invades Soviet Union, violating non-aggression pact: Soviet Union enters war on side of Allies.







	Dec. 1941


	Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor. U.S. and Japan enter the war.







	Jan. 1942


	Deportation of Czech Jews to ghetto of Terezín begins.







	Nov. 1942


	Publication of Beveridge Report in Britain advocates for post-war Welfare State.







	Feb. 1943


	Germans surrender to Russians at Stalingrad, their first major defeat of the war. Followed by significant Allied advances in the East, Africa and Italy—but no ‘Second Front’ in the West.







	June 1944


	D-Day landings on the northern coast of France. Start of V1 “Doodlebug’ reprisal rocket attacks on Britain.
Red Cross visit to Terezín, performance of Brundibár.







	July 1944


	Soviet troops liberate first concentration camp at Majdanek.







	Aug. 1944


	Paris liberated.







	Oct. 1944


	Siege of Dunkirk by Czech Brigade—continued until May 1945.







	Oct -Nov. 1944


	Sustained V1 and V2 rocket attacks on London.







	Jan. 1945


	Soviet troops liberate Auschwitz.







	May 1945


	Surrender of Germany to Allies, end of war in Europe.







	July 1945


	Churchill dissolves Coalition Government, calls General Election.
Labour Party wins election in a landslide.











PART I






CHAPTER 1


PARIS, JANUARY 1940


Lena Kulkova stood at her tiny fifth-floor window, surveying the rooftops of the foreign city that she had come to love but was being urged to leave. She was wan and thin; her hair hung in limp strands to her earlobes, framing her broad cheekbones and sky-blue eyes. She crossed her arms to gather her nightgown tight against the early-morning chill. It was an inauspicious start to the day, but she focused on a streak of brightness piercing through the clouds. A puddle on the gray slate roof across the street reflected the shimmering image of a row of terra-cotta chimneystacks. Off to the left, a glimpse of her favorite landmark: the round balustrade atop the St. Sulpice tower, tinted with a spot of crimson.


Surely a good omen, she thought.


“You’re up early,” Marguerite said from the bed across the room. “Ça va? You all right?”


“I’m going back to the embassy,” Lena said. “One more try.” She straightened the eiderdown on her own bed and fluffed the pillow.


“If it doesn’t work, you know you can stay here with me. Paris will be perfectly safe.”


“I hope you’re right.”


Marguerite was her one true French friend; they had shared this small apartment for the past six months. She stood now and took Lena’s hands in hers, holding her gaze. “They’ll negotiate a peace treaty soon.” She threw her dressing gown over her shoulders in an agile gesture, donning both sleeves simultaneously. “Then it will all be over.”


Lena sighed. Yes, she heard that everywhere.


But not from Otto. For months he’d asserted that she must get out. That Paris would not be safe for a girl like her: Czech, Jewish, with known socialist connections.


The smell of the morning’s fresh bread wafted up from the boulangerie on the corner. Usually, she bought a baguette every morning and nibbled it slowly throughout the day; sometimes this served as breakfast, lunch, and dinner. But today, she would wait. She still had an apple left over from the small bag Mme. Beaufils had thrust upon her, after her day of watching little Sophie. Tuesday nights at the Beaufils’ was the only time she saw a full meal. She tried to eat with some restraint at these family dinners under the high chandeliers, but she felt Madame’s gentle eyes upon her, couldn’t hide the fact that she was ravenous.


“I’ll be late tonight,” Marguerite said, heading for the toilet on the landing. “Leave me a note. Let me know what happens.”


“Bien sûr.”


“And I’ll try to bring home some leftover pastries from the café.”


“Merci.”


Lena dressed quickly, choosing the brown wool skirt, rather than the gray, and her new shoes. The soles of her old shoes were worn so thin they let in water, and she could not trust the rain to hold off. This new pair had cost 50 sous at the flea market the previous week. Tan, with a wide buckle, showing only slight wear on the heels, they had seemed a bargain. Now, she tried them on again and wiggled her toes; they should suffice for today’s long walk.


In the kitchen annex, she sliced the apple and drank two cups of hot water to keep the hunger at bay, cradling the mug in her hands, inhaling the warmth. She retrieved Otto’s letter from the bedside table, extracted her passport and the money from their hiding place among her undergarments, and placed them in her handbag. On second thought, she removed the crisp, peach-colored 1,000-franc note, folded it carefully into quarters, and plunged it deep into her skirt pocket for safekeeping.


Taking a final look around the room, she felt her eyes drawn to the watercolor tacked next to the window. Her little sister, Sasha, had painted it; Máma sent it last year, in a birthday package from Prague. Its colors were faded now, but you could still make out the eagle soaring high over the treetops, and the girl in the blue coat with her arms outstretched, as if trying to lift off the ground.


By the time Lena reached the British embassy, her feet ached, the sky was dark and overcast, and a cold wind whipped her face. She climbed the familiar stone steps and pushed through the heavy door. At least she would find a few hours of shelter inside.


Two dozen people already stood in the queue. The woman immediately ahead of her turned and smiled. She was in her thirties, older than Lena, with large gray eyes and a mass of auburn curls. In front of her, a tall man in a worn black coat looked nervously around the room, shifting his weight from one foot to another. A couple farther up spoke softly to each other in what sounded like Polish. Even farther ahead, a very young man, no more than a boy, really, read the newspaper. An older man, perhaps accompanying the boy, stared down at the tiles on the floor. The usual motley assortment.


The room looked drabber than Lena remembered. The war might have stalled on the battlefield, but here it was clearly taking its toll. More paint had chipped off the ceiling; a thick layer of grime coated the high windows, almost obscuring the bare branches of the trees outside as they swayed in the wind. Even the portrait of the King in the gilded frame behind the counter had lost some of its luster.


Only one station was open today. The clerk looked dour and inscrutable. A well-dressed woman with a large hat waved her hands excitedly, pleading her case, rummaging through her handbag for documents.


“I’m sorry, madame,” the clerk said, loudly enough for all to hear. “We cannot continue with your application without the proper documentation.”


The woman withdrew from the counter, avoiding eye contact with those behind her. The queue shuffled forward. Eva’s boyfriend, Heinz, had a theory that the first fifteen applicants of the day were always denied, so perhaps it was just as well Lena had not arrived earlier, lining up for the doors to open at nine thirty. She didn’t believe Heinz; the process seemed utterly random.


But her walk had taken longer than expected because the new shoes had rubbed her heels raw before she crossed the river. Now, she wiggled her left foot out of its shoe and shifted her weight to the right.


The boy and the elderly man moved up to the counter. The man spread a dossier of documents in front of him. The clerk looked at them with a cold, skeptical stare. Everyone in this queue wanted the same thing: the coveted visa for England.


Lena reached into her bag for Otto’s letter. Apparently, her Czech friends Peter and Lotti had now arrived and were staying with him in the ancient cottage in the south of England.


Mein Schätzchen, he’d written, using his favorite term of endearment. They always wrote and conversed in German, his native tongue. There are five of us now. It’s like the Prague days. We’ve established a commune of sorts. You belong here with us.


A second clerk appeared, opening up an additional window. Things should move a bit faster now, Lena thought—but then she recognized the man with square shoulders and the thin-rimmed spectacles. She had encountered him on three of her previous attempts, and he was sure to recognize her.


“Back so soon, Mademoiselle Kulkova?” he’d sneered the last time.


The problem on that occasion had been that she couldn’t prove she had enough money to get herself to England. Lena touched her skirt, felt the outline of the pristine 1,000-franc note lying safely in her pocket. Tonight she would return it to Heinz so another expatriate could use it: to present to some bureaucrat, to prove solvency, as needed.


“You should forget about England,” Heinz had said the night before, as they’d sat in Les Deux Magots, where all the Eastern European émigrés gathered. “The food will be terrible. They eat jam with their meat.”


Lena didn’t say that she rarely ate meat these days. Heinz obviously dabbled in the black market; he was always able to get his hands on things far beyond her reach. His arm draped around Eva’s shoulders as he leaned back in his chair, blowing perfect smoke rings into the thick, noisy air. It was too wet to sit outside, as they usually preferred.


“She’s not going for the food,” Eva said. “She’s going to be with Otto.”


“You can do better than that, sweetheart.” He winked at her. “Besides, you need to get out of Europe.” He boasted that he would soon hear back from a second cousin in Chicago. “The New World: that’s where the future lies.”


Lena felt a tap on her shoulder. A dark-haired man with a pencil-thin mustache jerked his chin wordlessly to the space in front of her. She’d been daydreaming; the queue had moved ahead. Lena pushed her foot back into her shoe and edged forward, irritated, wincing in pain. Jamming together like the morning crowds on the Métro wasn’t going to get them there any faster.


A younger man stood at the counter now, pleading his case loudly in very bad French with a thick Eastern European accent.


“L’autre homme promissons que si je revenir . . .”


The clerk raised his eyebrows and curled his upper lip in contempt. Lena’s own French was fluent, perfected during her twenty months living in Paris. She read everything she could find: newspapers abandoned in cafés, cheap secondhand paperbacks from the green metal bins along the Seine: Proust, Verne, Zola. Especially now that she had so much time on her hands.


But she would speak English, she decided, when her turn came to face the clerk. It wasn’t as polished as her French—but anything to make a good impression. She took a deep breath, trying to shake the nervous twitch in the pit of her stomach.


The Polish couple proceeded through quickly and left looking relieved, the woman hooking her hand through the man’s crooked elbow, leaning into him as they made their exit. Lena watched their backs, remembering the pressure of Otto’s arm against her breast, the coarse fabric of his jacket against her cheek.


She realized with a start that she was next. She pulled out Otto’s letter again and removed the enclosed letter of invitation from . . . what was her name? A Mrs. William Courtney-Smithers had written in an elegant script on heavy, ivory-colored paper embossed with the family coat of arms. The address: The Grange, Upper Wolmingham, Sussex. Lena was to come and visit immediately. Spring was on its way, and the daffodils were sure to be spectacular. Mrs. Courtney-Smithers was anxious to show Lena all the delights of the English countryside.


Lena had no idea who this woman was. Obviously wealthy, but it didn’t sound like Otto’s landlady, based on what he had written in earlier letters. Yet somehow Otto had procured this invitation. He was clearly very impressed with her. Just go back to the embassy and show them this letter, he wrote; she’s very rich, almost an aristocrat.


“Next!” The first clerk, not the man with the glasses, called her up to the counter.


“Please, I would wish to apply for a visitor visa,” Lena said, in what she hoped was perfect English. She presented her passport. “I have been invited to stay with Mrs. Courtney-Smithers, an old friend of my parents, and I want very much to see her.”


Lena handed the letter to the embassy clerk, trying to prevent her hands from shaking. The clerk glanced at the letter. “Where is the envelope this came in?” he asked.


“I think I threw it away.” She concentrated on saying the th sound, placing her tongue behind her top front teeth and blowing gently, as she’d learned in school.


“Pity. I’m sure it was a fine envelope. Tell me, Miss, er, Miss Kulkova: What is the good lady Mrs. Courtney-Smithers . . . What is her Christian name?”


“Her Christian name?” What does that mean? “Her first name. Son prénom.”


“I don’t know, sir.” Lena said. She knew enough not to suggest William; that must be her husband’s name. “My parents always referred to her as Mrs. Courtney-Smithers. It would have been not respectful for me to address her as anything else.”


“How did your parents make this lady’s acquaintance, may I ask?” He stared at her with piercing blue eyes. Lena was determined not to lower her gaze.


“Through my father’s business. She and her husband came to Prague; I believe he was in the same line of business as my father,” Lena said. “Carbon paper,” she babbled on. “My mother and aunt showed Mrs. Courtney-Smithers all over Prague. She loved it.”


The piercing stare again. Lena was sure liar must have been emblazoned on her forehead.


She remembered the 1,000 francs in her pocket. “I have money. I mean, I’m sure Mrs. Courtney-Smithers will be very generous, but I can pay my own way.”


“I see. Well, Miss Koulkava”—butchering her name—“I’m afraid we are not issuing any visitor visas at the moment. We would only be able to issue a temporary visa for you to enter if you could prove you were in transit to another nation, such as the United States or Australia.”


He looked again at the letter, before handing it back to Lena with a thin smile. “You will have to wait until the war is over before admiring the daffodils in England.” He looked over her head and shouted, “Next!”


It took a moment for her to realize she had been dismissed. She stood with her mouth hanging open, as if waiting for the next question, until she felt the shoulder of the man with the mustache pressing against her, taking his place at the counter.


She walked back through the Jardin des Tuileries. She knew there would be little shelter from the wind along its wide, exposed paths, but she welcomed the open space to gather her thoughts. The statues stood serene, immutable, capable of withstanding the fiercest of storms.


She stopped at one of her favorites: three strong women, tall and proud, two facing forward, the other back, their fingertips gently touching, independent from each other yet interconnected. Soft and graceful and resilient.


Nearby, in the shelter of a tall hedge, Lena saw a bench, grimy and damp. She perched on the edge to take the weight off her feet, ease her heels out of her shoes. So she could not get a visa. Otto was right: I should have left with him last year. Before the war started. Now she had no idea when she would see him again.


She swallowed to fight back tears. She had to remain strong. Like these women of stone. Her left heel was bleeding now. Taking her handkerchief from her pocket, she folded it to create an improvised padding and squeezed her feet back into place. She had to go home and lie down for a while, get out of her wretched shoes.


As she entered her building and closed the front door behind her, blocking out the noise and bustle of the rue Cassette, she heard her name. It was Mme. Verbié, beckoning Lena into her inner sanctuary. This was unprecedented. Normally, the concierge conducted business firmly planted in the doorway, allowing only glimpses of the interior, with its rose-patterned wallpaper and cluttered counter. She liked to stand at her station, spreading the latest gossip about who was cheating on his wife, or which shopkeeper was charging exorbitant prices. But now Lena was being invited to enter and find a seat, while Mme. Verbié searched through one of the cabinets.


“I have something I want to give you, but you have to keep quiet about it now. Don’t you go telling no one, especially not that young man I’ve seen your friend walking out with. I don’t trust his sort.”


She rummaged through piles of junk on the shelf while Lena tried to imagine what on earth would emerge from this search.


“I can’t get one for everyone, bien sûr. But you’re a decent young lady, and I don’t like to see you go without. Ah, here it is.”


She dropped into Lena’s lap a heavy gray object: a gas mask. The government had issued these free to all French citizens three months earlier, but foreigners had been instructed to purchase their own. Lena couldn’t afford one. Now, she looked down at the gaping eye sockets and the hideous, cylinder-shaped chin covering, which formed a grotesque grimace staring back at her.


She turned it over to inspect the head straps and felt a wave of nausea as the smell of the rubber filled her nostrils. She recognized the gift as a truly generous gesture, but she was afraid she might throw up right there on the carpet.


“Merci beaucoup, madame,” she managed to mutter as she made her escape.


She was still shaking when she reached the fifth floor. The apartment was cold and empty. Kicking off her shoes, she threw the mask on the floor, collapsed on the bed, and curled onto her side, pulling the eiderdown around her back. The prospect of bombs and poison gas was suddenly real, imminent, and petrifying. How was she ever going to face such a threat alone?


She looked up and saw the watercolor on the wall. This time, her eyes focused on the eagle making his escape over the trees.





CHAPTER 2


PRAGUE, MARCH 1938


Lena waved from the steps of the Hus memorial as Eva emerged from the crowded corner of Celetná Street. She was easy to spot in her distinctive green coat with the sable collar and padded shoulders, a holdover from better times.


“Any luck?” Lena asked, as they hugged in the cold evening air.


Eva shook her head. “More than thirty girls applied. I didn’t even get an interview.”


“You’ll find something.” Lena tried to sound encouraging. But Eva had been looking for six weeks, and Lena’s own job was as tenuous as a slippery eel. Another girl from the office had been let go the previous week. “We’ll have fun tonight at Café Slavia,” she said, linking her arm through Eva’s.


“I think I’ll stay home.”


“Come with me, please. I want to go to the meeting, but I’m afraid Father won’t let me. He’s been in a terrible mood all week.” The wind picked up as they approached the river. “My best chance is if he thinks I’m going out for a drink with you.”


“Why are you so keen to go tonight?” Eva asked. “What’s happening?”


“A volunteer from the International Brigade has just returned from Spain. He was wounded in the fighting at Teruel. He’s going to give an update from the front lines.”


“Doesn’t look good, from what I’ve seen.”


“But that’s just it,” Lena said. “We have to hear what’s really happening. You can’t trust what you read in the newspapers.”


It had been two years now since the start of the war in Spain. Lena had been in her last year of school; three boys from Lena’s class had left to join the fight. She was so caught up in the excitement it had been hard to focus on the matura, her final examinations.


“The Republican side will rebound,” she said. “It has to.”


They passed the queue waiting for the soup kitchen on Lilová Street. A woman with sunken black eyes pulled her shawl tight around her shoulders; the men stooped, shuffled forward past the boarded-up shop fronts.


“I had coffee with Peter this morning,” Eva said. “Have you heard about the German political refugee who’s just arrived from Vienna? He was high up in the Party in Berlin, apparently.”


“Yes, I heard. He’ll be there tonight, I’m sure. You’d better come see him yourself. They say he’s a great speaker.”


Eva laughed, tossing her auburn hair off her face. She always looked so pretty, with her high cheekbones, her perfect little nose, and the tiny mole on her upper lip—her “beauty spot,” as she liked to call it. “I suppose you’re going to tell me he’s handsome, too.”


“I’m sure he is!” Lena said, with a laugh.


“All right. Sold.”


“I’ll pick you up at seven thirty.” They had reached the Charles Bridge. Lena paused to take in the view of the Vltava and the castle soaring high on the hill. She never tired of this vista. The branches of the chestnut trees stood stark and bare, no sign yet of their spring foliage. “Have you met Peter’s new girlfriend?”


“I know her. Lotti Schurova,” Eva said in a sneering tone. “It won’t last.”


“Why not?”


“She came with us last summer on that day trip to Cerné Lake. I told you about that. We got caught in a huge thunderstorm. Lotti became hysterical. I bet she’s even too nervous to ride on the back of Peter’s motorcycle.”


“She’s not, though. They rode out to Terezín last Sunday. He showed her the barracks where he did his military service.”


“She’s not his type,” Eva insisted.


Lena poked her in the ribs. “You’re jealous.” Eva had been Peter’s girlfriend for several months last year, but then she had grown tired of him. Peter probably seemed more interesting again now that he had someone else.


“I’m not. Peter and I are just good friends.”


“If you say so.” Lena laughed again. “Just promise me you’ll come to the meeting.”


Lena opened the door to her family’s second-floor apartment and heard the piano in the front room: Sasha at her lesson, the notes of Eine Kleine Nachtmusik flowing easily from her little fingers. At eight, she was already far better than Lena had ever been. Lena crept down the hall to avoid another interrogation from Frau Grünbaum on why she was no longer playing.


Máma was in the kitchen, supervising Adele in the final stages of dinner preparation. Her parents complained they could no longer afford a maid, but Adele was still employed for all the cooking. Lena didn’t criticize; it kept Adele in work, after all, and she was supporting her elderly mother.


“Hello, dear,” Máma said. “How are you? How is Eva? Her mother told me she had an interview at a bookshop in Nové Město.”


“She didn’t get the job.”


“Poor Eva.” She waved a hand in Adele’s direction. “Not too many Brussels sprouts, Adele; you know Ernst and Sasha won’t eat them.” She pulled Lena with her into the dining room. “Everything all right at your work, dear?”


“Fine.” Her job was boring—typing all day in the office of a textile trader. But she didn’t whine to her parents. She had taken the position over their objections and relished the modicum of independence it gave her.


Father was in the dining room, tuning the wireless, waiting for the evening news. Máma continued, “Your father says the Olšakovský place is closing next month. Wherever will those people find work?”


“Lena doesn’t have to worry,” Father said. “After all, she was offered a job working for me, but . . .” He spread his arms and left the but hanging in the air, a familiar gesture, irritating with its silent, implied criticism. “Thanks to your father’s foresight and good planning, we are doing so much better than most. And carbon paper,” he declared, “is very secure. The world is always going to need carbon paper.”


The sound of Sasha’s footsteps in the hall gave Lena the excuse to ignore this remark. Her sister ran toward her. Lena caressed the crown of her head, envying Sasha’s pretty blond curls, so different from her own thin, straight hair, an indeterminate shade of brown. Máma ushered Frau Grünbaum to the front door while Sasha told Lena about her day at school.


“I have to write a report on O Dvanacti Mesickach!” she said.


Lena laughed. “That should be easy.” It was one of Sasha’s favorites; Lena had read it to her many times.


The front door of the apartment opened again and closed with a thud. Lena’s brother, Ernst, threw his knapsack into the dining room, aiming for the chaise longue in the corner, but he missed and it crashed to the floor.


“Pick that up, young man,” Father said, adjusting the wireless. He held up his hand to demand silence. “Shh. The news is coming on.”


Lena helped her mother set the table. The broadcast was dominated by the latest developments in Austria. Chancellor Schuschnigg had called for a referendum on unification with Germany.


“Surely, Jakob, the Austrians won’t vote for that, will they?” Máma asked over dinner. “To join the Third Reich?”


There was a new hint of fear in her voice. For years, Lena had watched her parents’ stunned disbelief as the much-admired, sophisticated neighbor to the north had succumbed to the Führer. The land of Goethe, Beethoven, and Schiller? It was unthinkable. Hitler couldn’t last. Six months had been the consensus. But the months had stretched to years, and the anti-Semitic decrees in Germany could not be ignored. Not that her family had ever identified as Jewish. They were patriotic Czechs. They rarely attended synagogue. They had a Christmas tree every year.


Now, Father shook his head. “Normally, I wouldn’t think so. The Austrians value their independence as much as we Czechs do. It’s all the fault of the Reds, you know.” He raised his voice and waved his knife in the air, not quite pointing at Lena, but there could be no mistaking his intended target. “It’s their troublemaking that has led to this. Strikes and riots. No wonder people crave law and order.”


Not this argument again. As if the Left were responsible for the rise of the Nazis—so absurd. The socialists and communists were mounting the only effective opposition, while the conservative and social democratic parties hedged their bets, seeing the fascists as a bulwark against communism. But Lena would not take the bait. A full-blown fight would lead to her being forbidden to leave for the evening.


“Are you in a hurry, Ernst?” Máma asked with a smile, as he shoveled a mound of mashed potatoes into his mouth.


“I’m going to the Sokol,” Ernst mumbled. “Gymnastics.”


“What about your homework?”


“I did it this afternoon, Máma.”


Ernst went out every evening, and not always to the Sokol, as he claimed. Last week, Lena had come upon him down by the river, smoking with friends. His movements were never subjected to the kind of scrutiny reserved for hers, even though he was four years younger.


“I’m going out with Eva,” she said now, to piggyback on his announcement.


“Where?” Father said.


“Just out for a beer.” She knew better than to tell the truth. He knew the reputation of the Café Slavia. “Eva needs cheering up.”


“That’s nice of you, dear,” Máma said.


Father said, “You’d better be home by eleven.”


“Tomorrow night,” Máma announced, “I want us to observe Shabbat at dinner.”


What? Where did this idea come from? But Lena didn’t want to discuss that now; she had to leave.


The café was crowded, a buzz of excitement in the air. Lena and Eva elbowed their way through to the bar to order two pilsners. Peter waved them over to the table in the corner where he sat with Lotti. He kissed Lena and Eva on each cheek.


“Isn’t the meeting going to start?” Eva said. She remained standing while Lena scooted next to Lotti on the bench.


“Sit down,” Peter said. “They’re always late. Finish your beer with us.”


He was a few years older, in his midtwenties, with a prematurely receding hairline and short stature, not good-looking in the conventional sense but possessing a boundless energy, a disarming smile, and no shortage of female admirers.


Lena smiled at Lotti, who smiled back, blushing. Lena vaguely remembered her from the Realgymnasium, but Lotti had been in the year below her, so they’d had little direct contact. She sat with her hands in her lap, picking at a fingernail, glancing over at Eva and then Peter and back at Eva again.


“We met that German expatriate everyone’s talking about,” Lotti said. “He’s very interesting. Otto something. What’s his name, Peter?”


“Otto Eisenberg. He’s supposed to be here.”


“It does seem to be all anyone can talk about,” Eva said.


“He was in Vienna until two weeks ago.” Lotti turned to Lena. “He doesn’t think Schuschnigg’s last-minute efforts are going to appease Hitler.”


Lotti’s not as shy as she first appears, Lena thought. She could see why Peter was attracted to her. She had smooth skin, sparkling hazel eyes, and a charming dimple on each cheek when she smiled.


“There he is,” Peter said.


A huddle of young men moved toward them through the crowd. Very much at the center of this group stood a tall, scrawny young man, with a shock of unruly dark hair and a coarsely shaven chin. He wore a rumpled tweed jacket and a wool scarf and carried a large notebook and a stack of pamphlets. His companions jostled for position at his sides, engaging him in discussion as they walked. A blond youth with very bad acne almost bumped into a waiter carrying a tray of empty glasses.


“But surely you agree that the socialist revolution has to occur first, in order to establish the correct conditions for the defeat of fascism,” Lena heard the boy say.


Otto ignored the young man at his heels and led the procession into the meeting room. Peter stood and grabbed his beer. “Let’s go,” he said, jerking his head in the same direction.


Eva wanted to go to the ladies’ room, and Lena felt obliged to accompany her. By the time they emerged, the meeting had already been called to order and it was difficult to find a seat. Lena could see Peter and Lotti up front, but she and Eva had to squeeze in behind the piano at the back. The first order of business was the strike at the brick factory, now in its second week, and the need for support on the picket lines, but Lena found it difficult to focus. She wanted to get another look at that Otto fellow, but she could not distinguish the back of his head from the dozens of others.


Soon the fighter from the International Brigade was introduced, to thunderous applause. He was tall and dark-haired, with one arm in a sling and an eye distorted from a swollen red scar across his eyebrow. He spoke in harrowing details of the intense fighting at Teruel; the sight of young mothers weeping over the bodies of children killed in a direct hit on a school; and a terrible scene in a village overrun by Franco’s forces: the school teachers, the librarian, and the mayor singled out for execution and buried in a mass grave. Lena covered her mouth to stifle a moan.


But then he spoke of the courage and determination of the Spanish comrades. Their cause was just. The industrial and agricultural collectives continued to thrive. They remained defiant, true to their slogan: “No pasaran. They shall not pass.” He raised his fist in salute.


“No pasaran,” the crowd responded. “No pasaran.” It gave Lena chills every time.


And then Otto rose and was introduced. She saw now that he had been seated up front. He gave a one-sided bear hug to the previous speaker, taking care to avoid his wounded arm, and launched into a fiery speech.


“Hitler is giving material aid to Franco while the Soviets are halfhearted in their support for the Republican side,” he said in the clipped syntax of Hochdeutsch, High German.


His audience had no difficulty understanding him. Mostly self-identified hybrids like Lena, mostly Jewish, they had been raised bilingual. All of Lena’s schooling had been conducted in German, while Czech was the vernacular at home.


“This is the forefront of the fight against fascism,” Otto continued. “Only the Popular Front can succeed. Communists, socialists, Trotskyists, anarchists—we have to put aside our differences and remain united.”


“He’s not handsome at all,” Eva whispered. “Quite funny-looking, in fact.”


“Shh.” Lena smiled. His face was gaunt, his ears huge, and his hair stuck up at a peculiar angle. He paced back and forth as he spoke and pounded his fist against his other palm, as if forcing the words out.


“Hitler will overrun Austria any day now. He will then be snapping at the heels of Prague. The unions and the Popular Front have to show the Beneš government here that we have the strength and determination to stand firm and resist.”


He must be hurting his hand, Lena thought. She joined the rest of the room in clapping and cheering and giving him a standing ovation. It was stirring rhetoric. But very scary. Could it really be true that Hitler would invade Austria? Czechoslovakia would be surrounded, with Austria to the south, Germany in the north.


She lingered after the meeting, finding a seat at Otto’s table. Peter’s friend Josef said, “Surely Britain and France would not tolerate such aggression.”


“They’ve done little to stop Franco,” Lena heard herself say.


Otto turned his gaze directly on her and she felt her face flush. “Exactly,” he said. “We have to mobilize the masses to defeat fascism.” She forced herself to maintain eye contact. His dark eyebrows and square jaw gave his face a distinguished demeanor. She saw he was older, maybe ten years older than Lena and most of her friends. “The Czech people must not repeat the mistakes made in Germany.”


More people approached the table; someone had bought Otto a beer, and he reached across Lena to accept it, his arm brushing her shoulder. She caught a whiff of tobacco on the sleeve of his tweed jacket, sweet and pungent.


He was pressed for details about life in Berlin and his escape from the lion’s den. He had hidden on a rooftop while the Gestapo hauled off two of his comrades; they had not been heard from since, presumed to have been deported to Dachau. He gave a tiny shudder, most likely imperceptible to anyone not seated close, but then changed the subject back to the next steps in political organizing.


“It will be essential to enlist the support of the unions and other progressive factions throughout Czechoslovakia,” he said. “If Hitler grabs Austria, he will surely turn next to the Sudetenland.” He tipped his glass and gulped down half the beer, leaving a thin line of froth on his upper lip. “Tell me about your organizing efforts. Have you been able to reach any of the German-speaking workers there? Are they unionized?”


Josef and Peter spoke of the difficulties, the anti-Czech sentiment in the region, the rise of the fascist elements, the small success they’d had the previous month in Vejprty. Otto listened intently, probed with more questions. He produced a pipe from his pocket and stuffed it with tobacco as he talked. More people pressed behind Lena to get closer, like children at the teacher’s knee, she thought. She found herself wanting to listen to him all night, too.


Indeed, it was after midnight before she thought to check the time. The crowds were thinning out; only a few remained at the table. She plucked up the courage to ask Otto directly, “What exactly has brought you to Prague?”


He lowered his voice a notch and replied, as if speaking only to her, “I’m here working for the Spanish government, to establish an Economic Information Bureau. To enlist more support and investment from European nations.”


She could not imagine anything more admirable: working for Spain by day, and at night offering his wisdom and leadership to the Popular Front in Prague.


But she had to drag herself away. She could only hope that her father would be asleep when she got home.


But Father was waiting up.


“What time do you call this?” he roared.


She tried to skirt down the hall to her room, but he blocked her passage, looming tall in front of her. He grabbed her coat lapels and drew her toward him, his eyes filled with fury. Lena tried to pull away, but he tightened his grip and for a moment she was afraid he might choke her.


“Stop!” she screamed. “Let me go!” Waking up the household was her only hope.


She pushed against his chest and jerked free. But he snatched her arm and slapped her hard across the face, knocking the breath from her. Lena was stunned. He stopped; he looked shocked, too. He’d not hit her like this since . . . when? Surely not since her primary-school days. There were constant restrictions and curfews, but not this.


“Jakob!” Máma ran from her room. “What are you doing?” She tugged at Father’s arm.


“I told her to be home by eleven.”


“Stop! She’s not a baby,” Máma pleaded. “She’s nineteen.”


“While she lives under my roof, she will abide by my rules,” Father said.


Lena heard Sasha, woken by the commotion, crying. Lena brushed past Máma and ran to comfort her. Father would not follow her to Sasha’s room. She threw herself on the floor next to the bed, stroking her sister’s forehead.


“It’s all right,” she said. “Go back to sleep.”


“Why was Father shouting?” Sasha asked.


“He’s . . .” Lena stifled her own urge to weep. “He’s just not himself these days,” she said. “It’s not your fault. Go back to sleep.”


She sat until Sasha settled. Ernst must have heard the noise, too, but not a peep out of him, although Lena saw his light on when she returned to her room. She collapsed on her bed, furious and exhausted, her face throbbing. Yet she also felt an odd tingling of excitement from the evening’s events that she couldn’t quite explain to herself.


The following evening, Máma brought out the Shabbat candles, for the first time in years. But they did little to dispel the tension around the table. No one felt inclined to say prayers.


And on Saturday, Hitler marched into Austria, preempting the referendum vote. Prague’s Wenceslas Square was filled with a huge demonstration in protest. But Lena was confined to the apartment all weekend, as punishment for having violated her curfew.





CHAPTER 3


PRAGUE, MAY 1938


Lena arranged to meet Eva for lunch on Střelecký Island now that the weather was finally warmer. She was free to take as long as she wished; Otto was off again, to an undisclosed destination, and would not be returning until the day after tomorrow. She was often on her own in the office but very content. It felt perfect: located on a narrow street, on the second floor above a used bookshop, close to a friendly café frequented by artists and radicals. The morning light filtered through the trees to brighten her desk as she worked. She typed up reports and answered the telephone and now had a thirty-page document Otto wanted translated from French into German. She felt competent in her tasks.


When Otto had first offered her the job in his Economic Information Bureau, she wasn’t sure. She felt intimidated by him and nervous that she would not live up to his expectations. He needed a typist and a “general dog’s-body,” as he put it. The pay was less than she was earning at the textile office. And there was her father to deal with; of course he would not approve.


But Father was preoccupied with the news from Vienna. The day she prepared to tell him about her decision to change jobs, Frau Grünbaum burst into the room in a panic, quite incapable of focusing on Sasha’s piano lesson. Her sister and brother-in-law were trapped in Austria.


“It’s impossible, Mr. Kulka,” she cried. “You would not believe what those Nazi brutes are doing. My poor brother-in-law, he is not in good health; he has the diabetes. But he was pulled like this, by the beard.” She tugged at her own chin, jerking her head to the side. “He was forced to clean the pavement, on hands and knees, while the soldiers stood over him and laughed. They smashed the windows of all the Jewish businesses. My nephew, he is afraid he will be forced out of the university. They are trying to leave the country, but it is very difficult. You have to help them. Please, Mr. Kulka, you have always been so good to me.”


Lena was unclear about what her father could do to assist, but he disappeared into his study to make telephone calls. When he emerged an hour later, she told him, “I am going to start a new job on Monday.” He dismissed her with an impatient wave and left the apartment. She chose to interpret this as a nod of approval.


“Does he need to give his permission?” Otto asked the following day. His tone was not unkind. He smiled as he lit his pipe.


Lena blushed. They sat in a cafe in Malá Strana, three doors down from the small office space he had just secured. “No, I suppose not,” she said, with a light laugh, and stared into her coffee cup.


“I’m very glad we’ll be working together,” he said. “But remember what I told you: the nature of the work is highly confidential.” He reached across the table and took her chin gently in two fingers to bring her gaze up to meet his. His thick black hair, untamed by any oil, tumbled over his forehead, accentuating his bushy eyebrows. His jaw was cleanly shaven. “If anyone asks, you say we are working on economic aid for Spain. Nothing more.”


Lena nodded. She understood that she had to be discreet. She did not understand exactly what he was doing. But she was helping Spain—that was good enough for her.


She had now been in the job six weeks. She sensed he was testing her. At first, she had not been permitted to touch the teleprinter that whirled in the back room, spewing out mounds of tape. The back room was where Otto retreated whenever Señor M. from the Spanish embassy visited.


She listened to the rumble of their voices behind the closed door, and then the señor would leave without glancing at her; she never knew his full name. There were others who came and went, mumbling their names incoherently, scuttling off without leaving a message if Otto was not there.


“What do you do all day?” Eva had asked more than once.


“Just type and answer the phone.”


“Type what?”


“Reports. Economic reports.”


She didn’t say that the Condor Legion didn’t sound economic. Nor did Heinkel He 51 fighters or Messerschmitt Bf 109s or Ju 52 bombers. Or that now that she was allowed to work directly from the teleprinter, she was processing reports from garrison towns and Luftwaffe bases inside Germany, information about squadrons fueling up and heading to Spain, communications penned by A-54 or D-14. When Eva came to pick her up one day at lunchtime, she quickly scooped up her work and locked it in her desk drawer. Now she made excuses and arranged to meet Eva elsewhere; it was safer that way.


Eva was already ensconced on a bench near a splendid display of chestnut trees; overladen with their white blooms, they draped over the river as if in a choreographed curtsy.


“How is Mr. Eisenberg today?” Eva asked, nibbling on a sweet bun.


“He is away on business, if you must know, ma’am.” They had settled into a playful, teasing way of discussing Lena’s work and her boss.


“Aren’t you afraid he has another woman on the side?”


“Eva, stop. You know it’s not like that.”


“Come on—the two of you cooped up in that tiny office all day? You can’t tell me there’s nothing going on.”


“We work together—that’s all,” Lena said, and then rummaged through her lunch bag because she was afraid she might blush. “Here, do you want one of these sandwiches? Adele always gives me far too much.”


The truth was, Lena appreciated that Otto did not try to take advantage of her. It made him even nobler in her eyes. There had been some awkward moments. Sometimes she looked up from her desk and caught him staring at her, and she flushed and looked away. Sometimes she caught herself watching him as he focused intently on his reports, drawing on his pipe. And two days ago, she spun around from the filing cabinet just as he was rising from his desk, and they were suddenly face-to-face in the cramped quarters, only centimeters apart. She mumbled an apology and stepped to the right, but he stepped the same way, and then they both moved left, as if locked in a dance, and she could see dark tufts of hair on his chest where he had opened the top buttons of his shirt in the afternoon sunlight, and she could smell the warmth of him mingled with the familiar scent of his tobacco—and then she really did become flustered and she stepped backward and bumped into the filing cabinet while Otto laughed softly.


But Eva was saying something about her parents. “I can’t believe it. They suddenly want to go to services. They’ve only ever attended on High Holidays before.”


“As if that’s going to stop Hitler,” Lena said. “My mother’s been trying to get us to observe Shabbat, but no one has much enthusiasm for it.”


When Lena returned to the office, she was astonished to see Otto at his desk.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I went out for lunch. I thought you were gone until tomorrow.”


He waved his hand in an odd flutter. “Doesn’t matter, doesn’t matter. But now, this is urgent. There are some new developments.” He looked toward the back room. The door was ajar, and Lena caught a glimpse of two men she didn’t recognize. “I may need you to stay late tonight to finish this up. I hope that’s all right.”


“The translation?” Lena said, pointing to the report she had started working on.


“No, no, that can wait.”


The telephone rang, and Otto leaped to answer it.


“Yes, we have it,” he said into the mouthpiece. “It’s coming through now.”


Lena stayed until after six o’clock, typing. Señor M. bustled in with another man from the Spanish embassy, and they huddled over the teleprinter in the back room. Otto made more telephone calls, turning his back to her and covering his mouth as he whispered clipped responses, and then darted back to the men. At one point, she heard a shout, an exclamation, followed by the door slamming shut. They emerged at intervals to hand her tape or handwritten notes for her to transcribe. Her job was just to type, not ask questions, but she recognized that this was different from anything she had been assigned before. Reports from Saxony described German troop movements around Olbernhau and Prina. Ten divisions, by one estimate, closing in on the Czech border. Lena gasped. She looked up and caught Otto’s eye. He gave a stern nod.


“Is this true?” she said.


“Now you see, you really have to keep quiet,” he said, tracing a line across her mouth with his fingertip, as if sealing her lips in silence.


She returned to her work, the sensation of his touch lingering like a footprint.


They closed up the office after seven. Señor M. scooped up the pages Lena had typed, sealed them in a large manila envelope and took off running.


“Let’s get a drink,” Otto said.


She assumed they would go, as usual, to the Café Slavia, but he steered her in the opposite direction, toward the castle, his hand on her waist. “We cannot talk about this with anyone,” he said.


“What does it mean?” she asked.


“Hitler is pushing toward the Sudetenland and simultaneously stirring up resentment among the German-speaking population there. It is a very dangerous situation. As I predicted, he wants to march into the Sudetenland, just like he took over Austria.”


“Surely he can’t do that,” Lena protested. “My father always talks about how important the region is; all our heavy industry is there.”


“Of course. That’s why Hitler wants it. And he knows the German population has been hard-hit with unemployment and is ripe for his propaganda.”


“I know I shouldn’t ask . . .” Lena hesitated. It had been an unspoken rule that she not probe for details, but now she could not help herself. “Where did this information come from today? How do you know that it’s reliable?”


He took her hand. “You did important work today. But the less you know, the safer you are.” His eyes burned into hers. “Let me just say this: there are comrades, brave comrades, who stay in Germany, and this is how they resist. They work on the railways, they live in small towns, they see things.”


Otto chose a tiny restaurant off Loreta Square, where they drank beer and ordered bowls of goulash. He asked her about her family.


“How old is your brother?”


“Ernst is fifteen.”


Otto nodded. “That’s good. Too young to be called up. Is he involved in politics?”


“No.” Lena rolled her eyes. “All he cares about are his stupid games or sneaking off to smoke with his friends. What about you? Where is your family?”


Otto shook his head, as if he wanted to dismiss the subject, but Lena insisted: “Tell me.”


“My mother died when I was five. I hardly remember her. And my father died when I was twenty. Shortly after that, my brother joined the Hitler Youth. He was only fifteen, the same age as your brother now. He was so keen to be a little fascist. I have not seen him in years.”


“So you have no one,” Lena said. She sat across from him at a small table by the window. She dipped her spoon into the steaming bowl of stew.


“I have my comrades,” he said. He reached for her hand. “And you. I’m very glad I have you with me here.”


Lena felt her face flush, but she did not look away. He interlaced his fingers with hers and then caressed the inside of her arm with soft strokes of his fingertips, and she felt something melting below her belly button. And when they finished their meal and he said, “Come back to my place,” she could not resist.


He led her to his apartment, just a room, really, on the top floor of a narrow building tucked behind the main railway station. He kissed her on the lips, softly at first but then urgently, pulling her close, steering her toward his bed under the eaves. He was sweet and gentle when she confessed she had never been with a man before, and afterward he cradled her in his arms. She watched his chest rise and fall as he snoozed. She yearned to stay all night, but she could not defy her father’s curfew again. Not yet. He had relented a little, but he still expected her back by midnight.


The following morning when Lena walked to work, she saw the headline Beneš Orders 35 Divisions to German Border. She grabbed the newspaper and read the article, standing on the street corner. The Czech president was ordering a large-scale military mobilization, the report stated, “acting on information provided by an unidentified foreign embassy in Prague.”


On Sunday there was to be a large demonstration in Wenceslas Square. The Popular Front called for a show of strength; socialists, communists, and Trotskyists would unite with the social democrats to urge the Beneš government to stand firm against Hitler. Battalions of armored vehicles drove through the city on their way to the northern border, cheered by people on the streets. Czech flags suddenly appeared in corner shops, and when Lena brought one home, Sasha paraded around the apartment, waving it high above her head.


Lena told no one about Otto’s role in leaking the information about the German troop movements. The secret bubbled inside her and enhanced the excitement she felt about participating in the demonstration.


But on Saturday morning, Father said, “I forbid you to go.”


“But you always talk of being a Czech patriot,” Lena said. “This is a time to show our strength as a country.”


“It is too dangerous. The Reds are blowing the whole situation out of proportion. I don’t want you out on the streets.”


Lena appealed to Máma, but she was no use. “Your father knows best,” she said.


At the Café Slavia that evening, all discussion focused on the demonstration. The anarchists were going to join in. A journalist from an American newspaper was in town. Peter had talked to someone who said a British Labour Member of Parliament would be there. The world would see that Czechoslovakia was not like Austria, would not be wiped off the map without a fight.


Otto sat with his arm around Lena, making it clear to everyone that she was now his girlfriend. Lotti smiled in approval; Eva grinned. She was with the new man in her life, a fellow named Heinz. He had recently arrived in Prague from Budapest.


“What exactly is this little march going to achieve?” he said in a booming voice. He had a thick Hungarian accent. “Your president has already ordered the troops to the frontier, no?” He finished one cigarette and used it to light the next.


“This is not a little march,” Peter said. “It’s going to be huge.”


“It’s important for the masses to keep the pressure on the government,” Otto said. “To show Beneš that he must not back down.”


“I can’t believe my father won’t let me go,” Lena said.


“Come anyway,” Otto said. “How’s he going to stop you?”


“You don’t know my father. He’ll lock me in my room, if necessary.”


“So don’t go home tonight,” Otto said. “Come stay with me.”
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