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The Russians are Coming!            
The soldiers came an hour ago, two of them wearing greatcoats and fur hats against the scalding cold, banging on the door with a rifle butt. Maminka froze, her hands on my shoulder trembling like the yellow butterflies in the meadows near Děda Andrej and Babička’s house. The hammering went on, loud as thunder. Maminka bent to breathe against my ear, “Be a good daughter, Martina. Go to your room. And keep quiet, quiet as a mouse.” I scooted up and dived under my bed quicker than a rabbit down its hole when Teodor, Děda Andrej’s little dog, is out hunting. 
By pressing my head sideways to the floor, I could squint through a gap in the boards and see what was happening in the room below. The front door was still open, freezing air bounding in and trickling slyly up through the cracks and across my neck as I strained to peer down.  

One of the soldiers pushed his face into Maminka’s, yelling my father’s name over and over, Petr Krejcar, Petr Krejcar, followed by something in Russian. She answered in Czech. “He’s not here, not here. I don’t know where, when he’ll be back.” He slapped her so hard her head jerked to one side but she turned back to meet him eye to eye. She spoke more slowly this time, shaking her head to make herself clear. He raised his hand again but the second soldier hissed an order and he turned away, started searching the house instead. I had edged the eiderdown Babička, my grandmother, sewed last winter down over the side of the bed but he still found me.
Now I’m standing on a chair at the window, gripping its wooden back so I don’t lose balance, waiting for Tatínek. He’s gone to the market and will come cycling up the street from the left, string bag over his handlebars swinging with flour and milk, half a cabbage. Maminka’s eyes narrowed slightly when they motioned for me to climb up but I didn’t need warning. They think at eight I’m too young to understand they don’t know what he looks like, expect me to give him away by smiling when I see him or hammering a warning on the window. But I won’t. As I pulled myself up I yanked back the lace curtain Maminka tweaks into place, just so, every morning after she leans out to haul back the shutters. Tatínek will notice it’s hanging crooked and be on his guard even before he sees I’m standing to attention and not smiling but staring as if he was just old Mr Chochol, our cranky neighbour, and not Táta, my own dear Papa, riding past.
Sometimes when I can’t sleep, he sits on the bed next to me, legs stretched out in front. “Now, Martina,” he says, “it’s late and you’ve got school tomorrow.” Very slowly, he describes every part of me, making me relax each bit as we go, starting with my toes. Soon my legs feel heavy as one of Děda Andrej’s pails of milk and my arms are so weak I couldn’t even hold up one of Babička’s baby chicks; I sink backwards through the mattress ticking into the feathers. I’m always asleep before we get to my head.
The moment they stood me on the chair I played the game, staring obediently out of the window so they wouldn’t know, only this time backwards. Every part of me must be still so I won’t jiggle when Tatínek appears. I started with my scalp, though it was difficult to relax the back of my head where Maminka had pulled my hair into plaits. Then I smoothed my face and let my neck and shoulders loosen, then my arms and hands. You can tell a lot from people’s hands. I can see Maminka reflected in the glass and she’s mashing hers together showing how frightened she is. I catch her eye to let her know it’s all right, Tatínek will be all right. The smile she gives is a tight flicker.
My neck aches where I cricked it to one side peering through the slit in the floorboards and I roll my head to stretch it, but one of the soldiers digs me in the back. My shoulder hurts, too, from hitting it against the bed-frame when I hurled myself underneath. I can smell them both behind me, stale sweat as if it’s been too cold in their barracks this last week to strip and wash and beer-breath like the men out at Děda Andrej’s when they celebrate the harvest home. The younger one is tall and thin, his head shaved and a rash of spots along his jaw. He’s gnawing one of Babička’s home-cured sausages not caring we know he stole it when he was searching the cellar. 
The pain in my shoulder is getting worse. I imagine telling Tatínek when he gets home and how he will pull me onto his knee, smelling of frost, and rub it gently with liniment. Then my eyes fill with tears as I remember the soldiers and Maminka grinding one hand into the other. I must think of something cheerful to take my mind off it. 
Every Christmas Eve Tatínek takes me on the tram into town. We listen to the organ grinder with his little monkey tucked inside his shirt for warmth and wander round the market. Best of all is the puppet show, old Czechoslovakian tales like The Waternick and my favourite, The Golden Spinning Wheel, about Queen Dobrunka and King Dobromil, acted out by wooden marionettes. They dance and wave their arms as if they’re alive as a man in a fur jacket jerks their strings. As we leave Tatínek always throws a few haléř into the box standing by his feet.
The memory must have made me smile as the younger soldier yanks my plait. Maminka moves to comfort me. His glare makes her fall back. Maminka always decorates the tree while we’re at the market and Tatínek and I pretend it’s a great surprise when we get home, though we know all along it was the real reason for us going out. We walk round it exclaiming in wonder at how lovely everything is, especially the candles wired to the ends of branches, flames bright after the mist outside.  
Grownups have taken to mentioning the fog a lot, even in summer. It took me a while to realize it’s secret code for the Russians. I wonder if the soldier who pulled my hair knows he’ll evaporate into thin air when the weather gets warmer; perhaps not this spring but one year.
Old Mr Chochol’s black and white cat is slinking past carrying a mouse in her mouth. I’ll pretend she’s Tatínek coming home and practise how I must look at him cycling along as if he’s of no real interest… There, I think I got that right. The trick will be not to give him away by jigging with delight once he’s safe. Trouble is, the soldiers won’t know he’s escaped and will still be expecting him; I’ll have to stand here pretending to be waiting till it gets dark. 
Every summer Maminka and I stay in the country with Děda Andrej and Babička. Maminka ties her hair in a bright headscarf and sets to feeding the chickens and pigs, picking beans, pickling red peppers. I run free out of doors from breakfast to bed-time with Cousin Jozef and his younger brother, Karel. Since the Russians moved in we’ve invented a new game, The Russians are coming! It’s like tag only you have to get close enough to touch the person you’re chasing with a stick and yell ‘Good shot, you die’ as loud as you can.  
We play other games, too. We make dens in the woods and pretend we’re rebels. This summer Jozef taught me how to “live off the land”. He showed me how you can tell north from the way moss grows on tree trunks and how to squirt warm milk straight from a cow’s teat into your mouth. He also made me practise holding my breath in case I got caught and they held my head under water to make me talk. 

   When the Russians invaded our school teacher took down the photograph of Party Secretary Dubcek and hung a hammer and sickle flag in its place. Instead of tales about the Flaming Horse or the Knight Bambus he switched to stories of Mother Russia and brave soldiers and bears. “For Heaven’s sake!” Tatínek said when I found him digging our vegetable patch and told him. He threw down his spade and marched me back to school. Mr Breisky spread his hands and pulled a face. “I have no choice, Petr,” he mumbled. Tatínek tightened his lips to a slash. 
After that life settled down again. Only something had changed. Tatínek was as loving as usual. “Martina!” he’d say when he got home from his job delivering letters and swung me round so my legs flew out in a circle, “Martina.” But Maminka started wearing extra cardigans knitted on thick wooden needles. When I asked “What’s wrong?” she said, “Nothing. Nothing at all. What could possibly be wrong when my little girl is so clever and Tatínek works so hard to look after us?”
 But one night I woke to hear her crying, “No, Petr, please. It’s too dangerous. Think what will happen to Martina and me if you’re caught, what they would do to you.” And his voice rumbling low and patient, “There’d be no repercussions, they’ll know you’re not involved.” The next morning I asked, “What are ‘repercussions’?” but she was busy washing eggs. “The school bell’s ringing,” she said. “Finish your milk and run or you’ll be late.”   

And now the trucks have stopped deep in the forest. On the way I told Maminka my plan had worked. Tatínek had seen the curtain pulled back and me staring straight ahead, had put his head down and pedalled past to safety. She smiled sadly. “You’re a good, brave girl, Martina.” Then she said in a tiny voice, “If we get separated, make your way to Děda Andrej and Babička. I’ll come and find you there.” 
They’re making us get out, we’re being told to stand in a row, men, women, boys, girls. Some of the grownups are holding babies. The cold is a vice. Maminka lines up with the others but starts working me behind her, eyes on the soldiers, who are stamping and blowing on their hands, sending out clouds of feathered white. A few are smoking. The woman next to us shuffles nearer to close the gap. The world is spinning and I grab the back of Maminka’s coat and hang on tight to stop myself falling off. She had taken her hands away, has pressed them together in front so the soldiers can see them. I hear the clatter of summer hail dancing on tin roofs, only it’s not hail dancing but the line of people, Maminka included, who jerk and sway and curtsey and fall, clumsy as Dobrunka and Dobromil waltzing on the frozen cobbles at Christmas. I’ve fallen under Maminka. I play Jozef’s breath-holding game for real as the soldiers move along the row of broken puppets. One hovers over Maminka and me. I sense him staring down, strain every fibre of my being to hold my breath, to stay still. He moves on. Eventually the soldiers get back in their trucks, reverse up and drive off. The forest settles back into its age old indifference.

There is no wind. The moon is nearly full, silver light glitters on the frost. An owl shrieks once, twice, falls silent then shrieks again, this time further off. A clump of snow falls from a branch. A distant night-train clanks slowly along, the sound carrying on the icy air. I work my way out from the tangle of limbs, stretch muscles stiff with cold and start walking.  

The Russians Are Coming!


