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  Preface



“Family Honor” is a Lithuanian family story, inspired by the real lives of the Maziliauskas family. I want to be clear: this is a novel, but the main characters, their family name, and many of the key dates are absolutely real. While I’ve changed a few names for clarity or privacy, anyone who knows Paaluonys village might still recognize the people who lived—or still live—there.

This book is much more than one family’s past. It’s about the deep way Lithuanians carried on through wars, occupations, exile, and change. They never lost that vital sense of belonging—to their homeland, to each other, and to the values that kept them strong. The family’s journey shows us something true about all of us: how regular people manage to hold onto their kindness and dignity even when life throws the worst at them.

The idea for this English edition came because the original Lithuanian book, “Šeimos garbė” (published in 2025), was so warmly received. Readers in Lithuania and abroad reached out, asking for a version that could connect with family members scattered all over the world. Even though the language barrier has grown over generations, the need to feel connected to their heritage remains powerful. Think of this translation not just as a book, but as a path back home—a bridge between different cultures and times.

For this English version, I added new chapters and more historical background. I focused mainly on those family members who emigrated to the UK, Sweden, the US, and Australia. These chapters show how the Maziliauskas family—like countless others—packed their memories and values and took them across oceans. They adapted to new lives, but they never entirely cut the cord to Lithuania.

I worked hard to keep the story authentic while making it easy for English speakers to connect with. I tried to capture the real emotional life of the family: the daily struggles, the backbone of faith, and the quiet heroism you often don’t notice. The simple rhythm of rural life, the love of nature, and the sheer grit of the people drive this story.

At its heart, “Family Honor” explores the things we all share: love and sorrow, loyalty and betrayal, leaving and returning. It teaches us that family is our safety net and our most significant obligation. And honor? It’s not about ego; it’s about integrity—the difficult choice to stand tall when everything around you is trying to push you down.

This book is also a salute to every family whose story forms the silent core of history—the collective memory of people who never quit, who rebuilt, and who found hope, time and time again.

If you see echoes of your own grandparents in these pages, I hope it brings you a sense of connection. To everyone else, I hope this book offers a heartfelt look into the character of Lithuania—a small country with a profound past, where every family’s story is part of the long, powerful fight for freedom and survival.

“Family Honor” is truly a reminder that history isn’t locked up in old documents; it lives right here, in the hearts of families who choose to remember.
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  A WARRIOR’S LEGEND AND FAMILY ROOTS

  
  




A deep, windless night settled over the forests and maples. The sky was clear, with a few stars glimmering between slow-moving clouds. No road could be seen—only narrow paths winding through the woods, traced by wild animals and the rare wandering traveler. The wind whipped through the tops of the trees, occasionally shaking and swinging the majestic firs, tearing off their cones, which rattled softly on the forest’s moss floor.

In the distance, where a stream meandered along the edge of the valley, mysterious fog banks lurked. The water trickled quietly between the stones, occasionally stirring the surface and echoing the hoots of owls far away.

Suddenly, a horse neighed in the stillness—a low, strained sound that carried both exhaustion and pain. From the shadow of the trees, a rider appeared—a young man swinging in the saddle, his chest covered in blood, sticking to his uneasy horse. His eyes glowed with fever, his legs barely steady in the stirrups. Every breath he took was heavy, but he still had a purpose—to find shelter, to find salvation. But his eyes dimmed, the world merged, and the last of his strength left his body. With a breathless sigh, he fell from the horse straight onto the moss, spreading his arms as if to reach for fate itself.

The night shrouded the forest in mystery. Only the horse, as if sensing its master’s fate, snorted, anxiously pounding the ground with its hooves. But there was neither movement nor response. Only the distant hoot of an owl and the breath of the wind caress the endless field of the unknown.

The morning was crisp, the river’s waters shone with silver reflections, and the meadow was still foggy from the night. Morta, a young girl from the village of Dokiai, went to the stream to wash her clothes. But suddenly she stopped. By the river, a little further on, behind a large stone, stood a horse—big, powerful, with a bridle shining in the morning sun, but restless. His eyes were wild, his nostrils flared, and his feet dug at the ground.

The girl’s heart began to beat harder. She took a step closer. And then she saw a young man lying there—covered in blood, tired but breathing softly. His hands were bloody and earthy. The sword, still pressed in his palm, testified to a recent battle. But who is he? From where? Why is he here?

“Who are you?” Morta whispered, unable to take her eyes off the young warrior.

His face was tired and bruised, but even through the injuries, she could see his strong, bold features.

She knelt down and gently touched his shoulder. The warrior barely flinched, but didn’t look away. Morta listened carefully—she heard quiet but heavy breathing.

Morta looked around to see if she could see anybody else, and then quickly made up her mind. She could not leave him to his fate. Morta quickly called her father and brother. The two men came running, picked up the wounded man, and carried him into the hut.

He was feverish and cursing, but didn’t say a word. Two weeks passed before the young man was back on his feet. But one thing was clear—he had no memory of who he was. Not his name, not his past.

Only the horse and the weapon indicated his origins. The stranger had strong hands and a sharp mind.

Although he was injured, he gradually recovered, began to help with farm work, and became involved in family life. Morta’s father allowed him to bring logs from the forest, and soon he built his own hut nearby.

The young man’s industriousness was admired by the locals, and his eyes were increasingly drawn to Morta.

At that time, rumors began to circulate in the village that the young man had arrived with a destiny. Who is he? Is he from the royal army? How did he come to be here?

Morta and her father gave him a name that has always symbolized the bravery of a warrior—Martynas.

One day, when he was tidying his horse’s saddle, he noticed a word scratched into it that was barely legible. Carefully arranging the frayed individual letters, he read “Mazilewski.” “Could this be my family name?” he whispered, running his fingers over the saddle leather. And so a new surname appeared in the village—Maziliauskas.

And that was just the beginning… Martynas made a life for himself in the Dokiai, and in time, Morta’s heart responded to his courage and tenderness. Their love was simple but strong, like the land itself, on which they lived happily ever after, raising children and enjoying grandchildren.

* * *

“It’s a beautiful legend, grandson,” said Kazimieras with a sigh to Jonas, who, although only four years old, listened empathetically and seemed to be deeply moved by the young soldier’s life. Kazimieras moved closer to the stove, where the fire crackled, warming the cozy hut. Jonas, curled up next to him, listened to the story he was hearing for the first time.

“He may have been my great-grandfather, who didn’t know who he was, but he was the beginning of our family,” said Kazimieras, cuddling his little grandson close to him. “He came with destiny, and our family continues the story he started.”

“Grandpa, do you think he was a prince?” Little Jonas asked curiously, looking at Kazimieras with sparkling eyes.

“It may be, grandson,” the old man smiled. “But does it matter who he was before that? What matters is what he became. He built a home, a family, left us his name, and a great honor.”

“But if he was a knight, why did he stay here? Why didn’t he go in search of his kingdom?” Jonas moved closer.

Kazimieras looked at his grandson and whispered, “For the true kingdom is where your heart is. Where your family, your people, and your land are. And, grandson, always remember—you may lose your name, but never your honor.”

“Grandpa, what is honor?” asked Jonas after a short silence, tilting his head and looking at Kazimieras with curious, wide eyes.

Kazimieras smiled, sighed deeply, and tapped his fingers on his old but sturdy oak stick.

“Honor, my grandson, is more than a word. It is more than your name, your actions, the promise you make, and how you keep it. It is your conscience that follows you every step of the way.”

He paused for a moment, as if trying to find the right words for a small child to understand a big concept.

“Honor is what people will remember about you even when you are gone. It’s how you treat others, how you stand up for others if you need to. Honor is also your blood, which flows from one generation to the next, passed down as your greatest asset.”

Jonas moved even closer to Kazimieras, his forehead furrowed with fine lines of thought.

“But, Grandpa, can honor be lost? Can it be exchanged?” There was anxiety in his voice.

Kazimieras slowly nodded his head.

“A man can lose everything—his wealth, his land, even his name. But if he doesn’t give up his honor himself, no one will take it from him. Do you know why our family has lasted so many years? Because we have always lived with honor. That’s why we are here now, Jonas, and you are growing up with our name. And you will one day have the honor of carrying on this story.”

Jonas lowered his eyes, trying to make sense of these big words. After a moment, he looked up and nodded thoughtfully.

“I will keep my promise, too, Grandpa. And I will defend everyone. Like that knight!” He thrust his small chest forward, as if he were ready to enter the battle.

Kazimieras laughed softly and took Jonas by the shoulders.

“That’s the way it has to be, my child, that’s the way it has to be. For we are all knights of our own destiny.”

It was a message that Kazimieras heard from his father Vincentas, which he told to his five sons Konstantinas, Vladislovas, Kazimieras, Zenonas, and Vincentas, and his only daughter Pranciška, and which he is now trying to pass on to his grandchildren. And Jonas, who is only four years old, may not have understood everything, but his little heart felt that this story was important to his grandfather, whom he loved very much, and it is important to him, too.

The fire crackled in the fireplace, casting warm shadows on the faces of the grandfather and grandson. And the moon gazed silently through the window, as if it had heard their conversation and blessedly sent light into centuries of history.

When Jonas ran outside, Kazimieras, lulled by the romantic crackle of the stove, was lost in memories…

* * *

Kazimieras’s1 own life in Dokiai was like a small seedling, planted in the fertile soil where generations of his parents and grandparents had lived honestly and prosperously since the warrior Martynas, who probably started a new line of honorable family here over a century ago.

Located next to Vilkija and Čekiškė, Dokiai was an extremely picturesque place. Life in the village flowed quietly but with vigor, as did the nearby rivers: the Lazduona, which flows into the Dubysa, and the Dubysa, which has its majestic slopes just outside of Čekiškė, and which meanders picturesquely and flows down to the Nemunas at Seredžius.

A chain of high hills stretched towards Vilkija, right here from Daugėliškės, whose verdant slopes were filled with the warmth of the sun in summer and the beauty of white snow in winter. On the other side, above the fields and meadows, was the Liučiūnai hill, on which the farmhouses of the village seemed to watch over the surroundings. Nearby was the great Karalgiris, a forest that stretched endlessly and was said to have been the hunting ground of the Grand Dukes of Lithuania and the Polish kings. If you went for a walk here, you were bound to come across hares, foxes, roe deer, elk, and wild boar, but you could also hear wolves howling, or even a bear crashing through the branches of a tree. And you can’t count the number of birds.

Close to the village of Dokiai, like a brother next to his brother, was the small village of Dokeliai, nestled among lush trees and fertile fields. Nature was bountiful here—the scenery was flattering to the eye, and the land nourished and enriched the people.

* * *

Kazimieras’s father, Vincentas2 , was one of the wealthy farmers of Dokiai, whose homestead was always surrounded by order and diligence. Vincentas’s wealth was not luxurious, but his land, neat buildings, and hard work allowed the family to live in dignity. He was respected in Dokiai for his wisdom and fortitude. From an early age, Kazimieras often watched his father guiding the horses through the fields, tending the land, and caring for the animals, while his mother, Marijona, kept the home alive—raising the children and guarding the warmth of the family hearth. Those everyday scenes left a deep mark on him, teaching him the quiet dignity of honest work.

“Father, how do you know the land is ready for sowing?” young Kazimieras once asked as he watched Vincentas plow the field.

“You see, my son, when the earth is soft as bread and does not break into pieces, it is ready to produce a harvest,” Vincentas replied, waving his hand at the well-trodden furrow.

These lessons from his father shaped Kazimieras’s attitude to life. Working honestly and confidently were the cornerstones of his life.

Kazimieras recalled how he used to help his father not only in the fields but also in the care of the livestock. The farm had many animals: cows, pigs, horses, and chickens. These jobs instilled a sense of responsibility and diligence. His father always encouraged his son to learn and improve.

“Know, my son, that land is not just work. It is our livelihood and our honor,” his father used to say when Kazimieras helped to till the rye or pick apples from the abundant garden.

The garden was a special place. The apple and pear trees, whose fruit scented the whole farmhouse in autumn, were like a living treasure passed down from generation to generation. Here, Kazimieras learned from his father not only the secrets of farming but also the wisdom of life.

* * *

The village of Dokiai was where Kazimieras’s and Julijona’s own family built their lives and futures. The hilly fields, fertile gardens, and the sound of the forests were part of their daily life. Kazimieras’s homestead was the true center of farm life — a large courtyard surrounded by wooden buildings, including a barn for animals, a shed, and a granary. Their five sons—Konstantinas3, Vladislovas4, Kazimieras Jr5, Zenonas6, and Vincentas7—and their daughter Pranciška8 were born and raised here.

The warmest memories flooded Kazimieras as he recalled how his and Julijona’s life in the village of Dokiai took on a new rhythm when their home was filled with children’s laughter.

The first son, Vladislovas, was born in 1875. This was a time when the village of Dokiai was still full of peace, and the traditional village order was the basis of every family’s daily life. The birth of a baby was a special event. Julijona held the baby gently close to her heart and looked at Kazimieras with affection:

“Here’s our first one—Vladislovas. He will be strong and wise like you,” she said, smiling.

Kazimieras was already dreaming of the days when he would be able to teach his son the secrets of farming. But the firstborn soon fell ill and did not survive. The family’s loss was heartbreaking, but life went on.

In 1876, his second son, Konstantinas, was born. From an early age, the lively and inquisitive child followed his father wherever he could. He became the first child in the family to fill the void left by bereavement.

“Konstantinas, have you seen how to cut hay?” Kazimieras once asked, showing his son the intricacies of the work.

“I’ve seen it, Dad, but will you let me try it too?” said little Konstantinas timidly, grabbing the scythe.

Konstantinas loved being close to his father and brothers, watching their hands and minds work.

In 1882, another son was born, and his parents named him Vladislovas in honor of their lost firstborn. This boy was calm and observant. He loved watching his parents work in the fields and listening to his father explain the secrets of farming.

“Dad, why do peas grow faster than wheat?” young Vladislovas once asked.

“Everything has its time, my son,” said Kazimieras. “Peas are like our daily routine—fast and necessary. Wheat is a symbol of patience; it bears grain only after a long wait.”

In 1883, Kazimieras was born, named after his father. This boy was creative and a dreamer, often indulging in fantasies about how to change his environment.

A year later, the family had a daughter, Pranciška. She was a quiet and hard-working girl, often spending time near her mother, learning farm work.

“Mum, let me milk the cow,” she would offer to help. Julijona was happy of such daughter’s attitude towards daily work and willingness to give a hand.

In 1889, his fourth son, Zenonas, was born. Agile and creative, he loved drawing in the sand or building hay huts.

“Zenonas, what are you building here?” Julijona asked, watching him work.

“A big mansion, Mum!” replied the boy, telling her about his plans with great enthusiasm.

Finally, in 1891, Vincentas, the youngest son, joined the family. He became the darling of the family and was happily looked after by all his older brothers and sisters.

“If Vincentas had been born first, he would have driven us all crazy!” joked Kazimieras, observing the youngster’s lively manner.

Vincentas’s pranks quickly became a source of joy for the family.

Kazimieras and Julijona tried to raise their children with love and responsibility. Each of them had their own responsibilities—some helped their father in the fields, others learned from their mother how to manage the house. Family life was simple but full of warmth, unity, and interconnectedness, shaping their personalities and values.

* * *

At the end of the 19th century, the preservation of Lithuanian identity was not only a challenge but also a vital necessity. After the final, third partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1795, Lithuania and Poland ceased to exist, and Lithuania was taken into the Russian Empire. This occupation, which lasted for more than a century—up to the outbreak of World War I—had a profound impact on the national identity, language, and cultural life of the Lithuanian people.

Previously, from the 14th to the 18th centuries, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania was an independent and powerful state with its own language, laws, military, and government. However, a series of wars, internal disputes among the nobility, and increasing pressure from neighboring empires—Russia, Prussia, and Austria — gradually weakened its foundations. By the time of the third partition in 1795, nearly all of present-day Lithuania was annexed by the Russian Empire.

From that point on, a deliberate campaign of Russification began. The tsarist regime set out to erase the Lithuanian language, the Catholic faith, and national identity. Lithuanian-language schools were shut down, and the printing of books in Latin script was banned. From 1864 onward, following the failed 1863 Uprising against Russian rule, the restrictions intensified. All books, newspapers, and even prayer books in Lithuanian, written in Latin characters, were strictly prohibited. Only texts published in Cyrillic were allowed.

Despite this oppression, Lithuanians found ways to resist. A movement of book smugglers (known as “knygnešiai”) emerged—brave men and women who risked imprisonment, exile, or death by secretly carrying banned Lithuanian books from neighboring Prussia and distributing them among the people. These individuals played an important role in keeping the Lithuanian language and national spirit alive during the darkest decades of foreign domination.

In this suppression, the Lithuanian language became more than just a means of communication—it became a symbol of resistance. Families like that of Kazimieras made a tremendous effort to preserve their language, teaching it to their children in secret, at home, away from the watchful eyes of the Russian authorities. Passing down the language became not only a practical necessity but also an act of defiance and cultural preservation.

When the Russian imperial government closed Lithuanian schools and prohibited instruction in the native language, a quiet resistance began to grow in the countryside. At the heart of it were the daraktoriai—humble, self-taught teachers who traveled from village to village, bringing education to children in secret.

These were often ordinary people—farmers, former seminarians, and literate young men and women —who were moved by a sense of duty to preserve their language and culture. They would stay with local families, sometimes for days, sometimes just for a night, teaching children to read and write in Lithuanian. Their tools were hand-copied texts, smuggled prayer books, or grammar primers printed in East Prussia—where Lithuanian-language printing was still allowed.

Lessons took place in barns, in kitchens after dark, or in attic corners—anywhere that prying eyes wouldn’t notice. Payments were modest, often in the form of food, eggs, firewood, or shelter.

But their work was dangerous. Teaching Lithuanian in the Latin script was illegal. If caught, daraktoriai could face fines, exile to Siberia, or imprisonment. Despite the risks, their commitment never wavered. Each child they taught represented another soul who could read, pray, and think in Lithuanian—another voice in the national resistance.

Like the knygnešiai (book smugglers), daraktoriai became quiet heroes of Lithuanian history. Though not always mentioned in official chronicles, they were vital to the survival of the Lithuanian identity. They carried more than books—they carried hope.

* * *

Kazimieras’s commitment to teaching his children Lithuanian is a telling example of this quiet resistance. Through everyday life, songs, stories, and prayer, the language was kept alive within the family—even when public expression of it was outlawed. For Kazimieras, raising Lithuanian-speaking children was a declaration: “We are still here. We will not forget who we are.”

This period shaped a generation of families who were forced to find new ways to preserve their identity. These families sowed the seeds of future independence. Lithuania’s eventual regaining of independence at the beginning of the 20th century—in 1918—owes much to the resilience of people like Kazimieras—ordinary individuals who understood the value of language, heritage, and dignity. Growing up in a Lithuanian environment and inheriting his parents’ love for his native language and culture, Kazimieras was well aware of the threat to this identity posed by the Russification imposed by the tsarist government. In schools, children were taught only in Russian; Lithuanian books and newspapers were banned, and speaking Lithuanian in public was dangerous. However, Kazimieras, believing in the significance of his country’s culture, did everything to ensure that his sons grew up understanding their roots.

* * *

One late autumn evening, when a cold wind was hitting the windows, Kazimieras brought his children to the table and said quietly:

“A special guest will arrive today. Listen, learn, because what he has to say is the greatest asset we can have.”

A daraktorius—a traveling teacher—came to the homestead, whose job was not only to educate the children but also to maintain the Lithuanian spirit. The older children — Konstantinas and Vladislovas—sat at the table, while the younger ones, including little Vincentas, huddled close to the stove to keep warm.

The daraktorius took out a tattered but carefully maintained Lithuanian prayer book from his bag and started the lesson. He showed the letters, explained their meanings, and encouraged the children to repeat them.

“There’s an ‘a’ for angel,” he said, and the children watched with awe as his finger traced the paper.

Kazimieras stood nearby, running his hands through his hair and watching his sons and daughter with pride. He knew that these lessons were not only about language, but also about identity.

“Remember,” he said one evening, when the daraktorius had already left, “a Lithuanian book is like a key to our past and future. He who knows his language knows his way.”

Learning was neither easy nor safe. Children had to learn in silence, often slightly whispering the letters so that no one in the neighboring villages would hear. After the 1863 uprising, the village was still living under the shadow of the tsarist government’s repression, so every word of the Lithuanian press was precious.

Once, when the daraktorius was teaching Konstantinas to read the Prayer Book, the sound of a horse’s hooves came from outside. Kazimieras, quickly realizing that it could be tsarist officials, told the children to hide everything. The daraktorius disappeared behind the stove, and the books were quickly hidden under the hay bales.

“Is the whole family home?” asked a uniformed tsarist gendarme as he entered.

Kazimieras, looking him calmly in the eye, replied:

“Yes, everyone here. Now, can we help you in any way?”

After inquiring about the farm and seeing nothing suspicious, the official left.

The family sighed. Kazimieras, turning to the daraktorius, said quietly:

“We have a lot to lose, but not the language. Thank you for helping us preserve it.”

* * *

Evening hours at the homestead were dedicated not only to work but also to family history. Kazimieras would sit the children around the table with a kerosene lamp burning and tell them the story of his family. The children were most moved by the story of the soldier Martynas, and, like his grandson Jonas, they would ask their father questions at length. These stories were more than simple evening conversations—they were lessons that instilled in the children a respect for their roots and a love of Lithuania.

“Our roots go back to the glorious times of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania,” Kazimieras began, his voice sounding solemn. “It was a time when Lithuania was strong and great, when it was one of the largest countries in Europe.”

The children listened attentively, and their eyes shone with curiosity. Even the youngest, Vincentas, although he did not yet understand the story’s importance, felt it was something special.

Kazimieras often recalled the 1863 uprising, which took place nearby. People around Dokiai told stories about the battles and the brave rebels who fought for Lithuania. Although he was only a nine-year-old child when it happened, he heard from his father about the brave men who sacrificed themselves to defend their country for future generations.

Kazimieras not only imparted historical knowledge to his children but also taught them the most important values: work, honor, and love of country. He urged them to be united and to rely on each other because only in this way would they be able to overcome life’s difficulties. This had a continuing effect: his sons grew up hard-working, respectful of their origins, and ready to continue the family line that Kazimieras had started. Their life in Dokiai was not only a job but also a living fortress of Lithuanian culture that survived even the most difficult times.

* * *

After breakfast, Jonas was eager to run to his sisters, Antanina and Kazė, who were already teenagers, but loved listening to all kinds of stories—especially if they were told with the youngster’s eyes burning with enthusiasm. Nearby, Vladas, just two years old, was playing with a toy, while the one-year-old twins, Michalina and Stanislova, who had just learned to stand up, were chewing their little fists and squawking as if they already understood that something interesting was about to be told.

Jonas stood proudly in front of them, held out his hands, and began to tell them his improved version:

“It was like this! The warrior Martynas was very strong and brave, and he returned from the battle but was wounded. His horse carried him through the forest, but then a terrible wolf came!”

“A wolf?! Grandpa didn’t mention any wolf,” Antanina questioned, intrigued by her little brother’s story.

“Well, maybe he didn’t mention it, but he certainly did!” Jonas continued enthusiastically. “But Martynas’s horse was very clever and neighed so loudly that the wolf got scared and ran away! Then he saw Morta and realized he had to show her the master. If it hadn’t been for that grunt, she wouldn’t have noticed him!”

Kazė started giggling:

“Jonas, is this a story about the exploits of a warrior or about a clever horse?”

Jonas wrinkled his nose in exasperation:

“It’s about everything! But the story wouldn’t end well without the horse.”

Antanina nodded:

“So what happened next?”

Feeling like the family’s most important storyteller, Jonas even put his hands on his hips and continued:

“Morta was a very good girl and nursed Martynas, and then they fell in love. Then they built a big castle and had lots of children!”

Kazė started laughing:

“Jonas, when did your Martynas manage to build a castle?”

“Well…” Jonas thought for a moment, but then suddenly jerked his finger upwards. “Grandpa promised to tell me more today! Shall we go and see him together? He knows everything!”

His enthusiasm was infectious—even Antanina and Kazė, who already felt they had outgrown their childhood fairy tales, winked at each other and felt curious.

Little Vladas, who still didn’t quite understand what Jonas was talking about, just took his wooden horse and, satisfied, pulled it by the rope, as if in agreement with Jonas. And the little twins only started to squeal more happily, feeling that their elders were already organizing something.

“So, what to wait?” Jonas shouted and ran towards his grandfather’s hut.

Kazė and Antanina smiled, waved to each other, and followed, while little Vladas, pulling his toy horse, also galloped along.

Even little Michalina and Stanislova, barely holding each other’s hands, took a few steps forward—as if they wanted to be part of history themselves. But their mother stopped them, smiling and saying:

“For you beauties, everything is still ahead of you. Let them go.”

The grandfather had already been settled here in Paaluonys for almost two decades, and he lived with his son, who was also called Kazimieras, not far from the homestead of Vladislovas, Jonas’s father. So the children soon came to him. When the children ran inside the hut, Kazimieras was already sitting by the stove, his face gently illuminated by the crackling flames.

“So, Grandpa, what happened next?” Martynas built a hut, started a family, and then what? What happened after that?

Kazimieras smiled, stroked his grandson’s hair, and, leaning back in his chair, began his story.

* * *

“Martynas9  was the beginning of our family,” he said, looking into the children’s eyes. “But his story is just one chapter in the big book of our family. His son Andrius10, my grandfather, was born around 1770. There were two other brothers of Andrius—Laurynas and Pranas. They also lived in Dokiai, like Martynas, in a beautiful place, among hills and fields, where everyone knew that hard work was the way to honor.”

Antanina raised her head in interest.

“Grandpa, was Andrius as brave as Martynas?”

Kazimieras laughed.

“He had a different kind of bravery than Martynas. Not in battle, but in his life. Andrius married Rozalija, a woman who not only took care of the house but also served as the village’s wisdom. People used to say that when the men of the village argued about how and when best to sow the rye, she would have the last word.”

“And what did Rozalija look like?” Kazė wondered, running her fingers through her hair.

“Strong as an oak tree, but with a heart as soft as a lime tree,” said Kazimieras, squinting his eyes as if trying to remember her. “She had fair hair, which she always tied in a long ponytail, and eyes full of wisdom. She and Andrius were one soul. He worked the land, she took care of the house, but the two of them couldn’t do without each other.”

“And their children?” asked Jonas eagerly.

“One of his sons, Vincentas, was my father,” Kazimieras continued. “He inherited not only the land, but also the family values.”

“Vincentas?” Jonas asked, “Is this our uncle, who lives outside Aluona?”

Kazimieras smiled, patted his head, and said:

“No, Jonas, my son, who has the same name as my dad, lives behind Aluona. And my father, Vincentas, was a strong man, the likes of which are rare nowadays. He was born in 1820 and devoted his whole life to his family and to the land.”

“And what did he do?” Kazė asked curiously.

“He worked the land, grew the farm, and always said that a man without work is like a tree without roots.” Kazimieras sighed. “His wife, my mother Marijona, as everyone called her, was a quiet but very wise woman. Her eyes were as green as summer meadows, and when she spoke, even a harsh word sounded gentle. She was very good.”

Antanina and Kazė looked at each other, as if trying to imagine Marijona.

The children were silent. Even little Vladas, as if sensing the importance of the moment, put his horse on the ground and cuddled up to Antanina.

Kazimieras stared at the fireplace for another moment, as if seeing before his eyes all the generations that had formed his family.

“Remember, children,” he finally said, looking at his grandchildren, “our family has never gone against the enemy and has never forgotten its roots. Martynas, Andrius, Vincentas—they were all honorable and decent people. And I, and your dad, and my son Vladislovas—continue this tradition. And your turn will come. Honor is not money or wealth. Honor is your name, your deeds, and your heart.”

Jonas clung to his grandfather’s hand.

“Grandpa, as you said, what happens if a person loses his name? Can he get it back?”

Kazimieras thought about it, then replied with a smile:

“It’s good that you already care. As I said yesterday, you can lose your name, but never your honor. If your deeds are good, your heart is pure, your family is strong—you will never be forgotten.”

The children were silent. Even the teenage sisters, who had already finished primary school and understood a lot themselves, watched Grandpa with big eyes. It was not just a story—it was their story to carry forward.
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Enjoying his grandchildren and their endless curiosity, Kazimieras often found himself lost in memories and reflections. Perhaps he felt the weight of the years on his shoulders, or perhaps he thought back to his beloved wife Julijona, who had long since left this world, but with whom he had spent the years and with whom he had the most brilliant memories. The most important moments of his life—the decisions he had to take, the difficult trials of the Russification era, and the war years, which were not easy to survive—were brought to his mind. However, one thing he never regretted was leaving his native Dokiai almost two decades ago and settling with his family in Paaluonys. Although it was not an easy decision, life proved that it was the right one.

* * *

He walked along his land in the village of Dokiai, gazing into the distances that were already familiar here. The hills around Dokiai were beautiful but limited—there was no land to expand, and his sons needed space to start their lives.

“Julijona, we’ve done it all here,” said Kazimieras, sitting in front of a kerosene lamp in the evening. “My father and grandfather worked this land, but now it’s time to move on. For my five sons, these 50 hectares will be enough to toil, not to prosper.”

Julijona nodded as she skillfully wound the wool for the thread.

“If you find land where children can grow and create, go and see,” she said. “But find a place where there is not only land but also life.”

The news of the sale of Paaluonys Manor reached the Dokiai like a gust of wind, bringing new opportunities. Kazimieras immediately set out to see the area.

He was greeted by a landscape more undulating than hilly, with fertile soils and the Aluona River meandering through the countryside. The slopes of the stream were covered with trees, and the water, although under the unstable winter ice, gurgled so loudly that it reminded Kazimieras of his childhood in the Dokiai.

“This is the place to create,” he said to himself. “Water, land, nature… Children will not only be able to work, but also to live.”

Nearby stood the church of Lesčiai, its lone steeple rising into the sky, and Kazimieras thought how easy it would be to go to services on Sundays. Ten kilometers away was the Ariogala market, where he could sell his farm produce. The very familiar Čekiškė, with its livestock and grain market square, was reachable in a couple of hours, just like Ariogala.

* * *

Kazimieras, illuminated by the winter sun, walked in the churchyard of the church in Lesčiai. The snow crunched under his boots, and the peace around him was broken only by the occasional breeze, lightly rustling the branches of the old trees. Suddenly, an elderly man in a cassock came out of the church door carrying a book.

“Say hello!” the pastor smiled, seeing a new face. “May I ask what brought you to our Lesčiai?”

“Hello, Reverend Pastor,” nodded Kazimieras politely. “I am Kazimieras from the village of Dokiai. I have come to see what it looks like here. I have heard that Paaluonys Manor is for sale, and I am considering buying land for my family.”

The pastor smiled and held out his hand for a handshake.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Kazimieras. I am Father Juozas, pastor of the church in Lesčiai. If you wish, I can tell you a little about our region. It is an area rich in history and, I think, a good place to settle down.”

Kazimieras looked at the pastor, thinking for a moment.

“I’d love to hear more,” he said. “I’ve always loved listening to stories. Tell me, what about this church? It looks old, but solid.”

The pastor looked up at the church tower and took a deep breath.

“Yes, our church is really special. It was built by the noble Riomeriai family at the end of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in the 18th century. They built the church here primarily for the comfort of their family and for the people around them. Here it still stands, testifying to the faith and love of our ancestors for God. The Riomeriai were noble and educated people. They not only took care of the manor, financed the church, but also supported the priest. There is even a legend that they planted the first oak and maple trees in this place, which now protect the cemetery.”

“Oaks!” Kazimieras sighed. “How beautiful… And tell me, do many people pray here? Does the church in Lesčiai serve only the locals, or does it also serve the people of the surrounding villages?”

“The church attracts people from everywhere,” replied the pastor. “Lesčiai is a place where people from further afield come together. People from Lesčiai and the surrounding villages, such as Daukšai, Dratkalnis, Jučiai, Juodgiris, Kantrimas, Lesčiukai, Macenkiškiai, Molupiai, Paaluonė, Paaluonys, Paliūnė, Preikapė, Vincentava, and Voskaičiai, are buried here. Many generations rest in the cemetery. In this land, everything is closely intertwined – life, death, and memory.”

Kazimieras nodded.

“It seems to be a very honorable and sacred place. Is it true that Napoleon and his army passed here?”,

The pastor’s eyes lit up.

“You’re right! It is said that Napoleon crossed here with his troops during his 1812 march to Russia. Legend has it that in Lesčiai, oak logs were ordered to line the roads so that carts could pass through the wet areas. Even today, people sometimes find remnants of the old road in the surrounding area.”

“Interesting,” Kazimieras thought. “What about Paaluonys Manor? What do you think about it?”

The pastor smiled and waved his hand towards the nearby fields.

“Paaluonys Manor is also a magnificent legacy. It was once owned by the same Riomeriai family as Lesčiai, but later sold to the Šembergai, and, as far as I know, it is still in the hands of their family today. Although, as far as I know, it is not in good times now, I understand that this is why it is being sold. In fact, it still shows traces of its former glory. Those gardens, those fields… This place is waiting for new owners like you.”

Kazimieras smiled, clearly interested.

“I love your country. The beauty, the history… And then there is the Aluona River, quietly flowing through these fields… I think it is a good place for my sons to grow up and build their lives.”

The pastor nodded.

“This place is truly special. Your family would love to live here. And there are schools nearby, the church is always open, and the people are friendly.”

“Can I have another look around?” Kazimieras asked. “I want to make sure my wife and children like it here.”

“Of course, Mr. Kazimieras. But first, would you like to come to the rectory for a cup of tea?” the parish priest invited.

Kazimieras smiled.

“Why not? Thank you, Pastor Juozas…”

* * *

Kazimieras and Pastor Juozas were sitting at a massive wooden table in the rectory, and a light breeze rustled the branches outside the window. The pastor poured tea into clay cups, the smell of the steaming drink filling the room with coziness.

“Tell me, pastor,” Kazimieras began, taking a sip of his tea, “how did people live here before? It seems to me that these lands have seen much of everything.”

The pastor smiled, put down his cup, and leaned back in his chair.

“Oh yes, Kazimieras. This neighborhood has many memories. Lesčiai and Paaluonys have a long and rich history. Centuries ago, when Lithuania was part of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, these areas were inhabited by noblemen who owned huge estates. But not everyone lived like that.”

The pastor put on his glasses, picked up an old book from the table, and turned a few pages.

“Here, it’s about the 19th century, when serfdom had not yet been abolished. At that time, the lands of the estates were cultivated by the hands of serfs. People were completely dependent on the landlords – they had to work the manor’s fields, take care of the landlords’ animals, and pay tribute. Often, the serfs could barely make ends meet.”

Kazimieras listened thoughtfully.

“But did things change when serfdom was abolished?”

“Serfdom was abolished in 1861, but life did not change dramatically immediately. People could get land, but they had to pay for it. And not to just anyone, but to landlords. Many people with 10–20 tithes of land could still barely get by. The tributes to the peasants weighed laboriously on their shoulders for a long time, and the Russian government was exerting pressure, raising taxes and trying to squeeze the Lithuanians. But the people, even though they were struggling, tried to survive.”

The pastor was silent for a moment, as if remembering.

“You said you were thinking of buying the land of Paaluonys Manor. The estate had huge gardens, some of which are still there today. The land is fertile, and the surroundings are beautiful. The Aluona stream runs quietly between the hillsides, and the views from the hills are, I would say, an invitation to create and live.”

Kazimieras nodded.

“I have already seen Aluona,” he said, “but what can you say about the people who live in and around Paaluonys?”

“The people are good and hard-working,” replied the pastor. “But there is a lot of poverty. The landlords still keep the better land, and the peasants often work not only their own plots but also the land of the landlords to survive.”

The pastor smiled.

“Tell me, Kazimieras, does your family like to tell stories?”

Kazimieras laughed.

“And yes, we often sit around the table in the evenings and talk about our ancestors, what they did, how they lived. I think it is important to know where you come from.”

The pastor swirled a cup of tea in his hands.

“Then Lesčiai and Paaluonys will suit you, Kazimieras. There is a lot of history here, a lot of stories that will stay with your children and grandchildren…”

The pastor smiled as he watched Kazimieras absent-mindedly swirling the tea cup in his hands. After a short pause, Kazimieras sighed and looked at his interlocutor.

“Pastor, I’ll tell you straight—I have a plan. If we manage to acquire part of the Paaluonys estate, not only my wife and I will settle here, but also all five of my sons.”

The pastor stirred and leaned closer, interested.

“Five sons, you say?” he asked, smiling a little. “And, of course, a lot of responsibility.”

Kazimieras nodded.

“Yes, it’s true. But I have thought it through. On this land that I hope to buy, I want to divide a plot for all of them. Each will have their own farm, their own home, their own life. My parents gave me a love of the land, and I want to pass it on to them. They will be able to work here, to raise their families here. This will be our new beginning.”

The pastor sighed deeply and looked up at Kazimieras.

“It’s a nice plan,” he said. “But it requires not only land, but also unity. For five brothers to build their lives side by side is both a strength and a challenge.”

Kazimieras smiled.

“My boys are hard-working. Konstantinas is serious and responsible. Vladislovas is calm and patient. Kazimieras is a dreamer, but gifted. Zenonas is agile but resourceful, and Vincentas is still the youngest, but I can already see that he has a lot of energy. I know they may disagree on the small things, but the main things unite them. If they have their own farms and jobs, they will get along. And I will be there to help if they need it.”

The pastor looked thoughtfully out of the window, where the shadows of the evening slowly fell. After a few moments, he turned to Kazimieras.

“Kazimieras, what you are doing is more than buying land. You are building the future. Your sons will have a solid foundation where they can grow and grow strong.”

Kazimieras nodded slightly.

The pastor smiled warmly and picked up his cup of tea.

“That’s a wonderful plan, Kazimieras. And with God’s help, this land will become a true refuge for your family.”

Sipping his tea, Kazimieras felt the warmth from the cup seep into his insides. He made up his mind that Paaluonys would be their new home, and that Lesčiai would become part of their history.

* * *

“Julijona, this will be our new beginning,” he said when he got home. “The Paaluonys have everything we need.”

Kazimieras soon found out that he would have to cooperate with another buyer, Jankūnas. Although he initially wanted to buy the whole land, he realized that it was too expensive and that partitioning was the most sensible solution.

“Jankūnas, I’m taking the western part, where the Aluona stream meanders through the hills,” Kazimieras said at the meeting. “It’s important for me to have good soil and a place for my children to build their houses.”

“Agreed,” replied Jankūnas. “The south side, closer to the road to Preikapiai, will suit my family.”

The two families signed the papers, and Kazimieras returned home full of plans.

“Julijona, we will have 150 hectares!” he was delighted. “Each son will get 30. They will be able to create, farm, raise their families, and we will help them.”

* * *

Settling in Paaluonys was full of work and hopes. As the real head of the family, Kazimieras made sure each of his sons settled comfortably, and he always gave them advice on the best place to build their huts, the layout of outbuildings, and the location of the kitchen gardens and orchards. He knew that well-designed houses and farms would provide a solid foundation for their futures. He had gathered a lot of wood from his own forest in Dokiai, so he hoped there would be enough logs for the children’s huts. And in Paaluonys, they also had a few small wood lots that produced high-quality timber.

“There will be something to build barns and sheds with,” thought Kazimieras, looking at the tall, thick trees that will have to be cut down.

He quickly divided up the work—some sons prepared the building materials, others helped with the construction, and the women took care of the food to keep the men strong.

“The grandchildren will have a place to study,” said Julijona with satisfaction one evening as they rested on the doorstep of the hut. “There are primary schools in Lesčiai, Paaluonys, and Preikapiai. They will receive a proper education.”

Kazimieras believed that education was the path to a better life, so it was important to him that his children and grandchildren were not left alone to work the land. He dreamed that at least one of them could go on to higher education—perhaps to become a priest, a teacher, or even a doctor.

The Aluona stream, meandering nearby, was not only a beautiful natural feature but also a valuable spring. He watched as his neighbors’ children happily waded through its clear waters, catching small fish in their baskets.

“It will be fun for my grandchildren to grow up here,” said Kazimieras to himself. “They will be able to play in the summer and learn to ice skate on the river in the winter.”

* * *

Settling in Paaluonys was not only a new stage in his life but also a nice plan by Kazimieras to secure his family’s future. He firmly believed that the land and a harmonious family life would be a solid foundation for his children and grandchildren, so he planned everything carefully. When he decided to move in with his middle son, Kazimieras, he planned in advance how they would manage together. Kazimieras Jr. had a leg injury from birth that left him with a limp, so he could not work as much as his other brothers. However, this did not diminish his stubbornness and resourcefulness—he was an agile and knowledgeable farmer. His father realized that he would need more help with his daily chores, so it was important for him to settle in a place where the land passed down through the generations would provide security and stability…

Kazimieras and his son Kazimieras Jr. settled in the heart of the former Paaluonys Manor, where the old manor garden still stands. This garden was not only part of the farm, but also a kind of relic of the manor’s past, rich in a variety of valuable trees. Apples fell from the anthracite and lilac apple trees, and nearby, there were rhubarb and sulfur apple trees, which in autumn smelled of the sweet freshness of ripening fruit. A huge old pear tree, once planted by the owners of the estate, stood by the road leading to Kazimieras’s new homestead. It became a kind of symbolic entrance to a new life—a sign of the meeting of the old past and the new future. Rows of apple and cherry trees mingled with walnut and lime trees, and a little further into the garden, centuries-old maple trees stretched out, their dense foliage protecting them from the summer heat.

Kazimieras and Kazimieras Jr. immediately set about building their new home. The old stables were dismantled, and the logs were used to build a new barn, which housed the first cows a year later. The manor’s garden provided not only shade on hot summer days, but also a good harvest. Kazimieras was pleased that the fruit would not only be for the household table, but also for sale at the market.

Vladislovas’s and Vincentas’s lands extended north of Kazimieras’s homestead, near the Aluona River. Vladislovas settled less than a kilometer away from Kazimieras, and his land was surrounded by plains and a meander of a stream. Vincentas, another half a kilometer away, had a plot of land bordering the Aluona, which was covered with woods. The two brothers agreed that their homesteads would be closer together—to ensure togetherness and easier mutual assistance. Kazimieras gave each of them his own advice on where best to build their homesteads, how to plan their fields, and where to dig wells.

“Your fields near Aluona, Vincentas, will be good for crops—there will be enough moisture, but don’t dig wells in the lowlands, the water will be muddy,” Kazimieras taught his son. “Vladislovas, your place on the hill is good for barns—but don’t build your hut too high, the winds will howl and there will be nowhere to hide in the winter from the blizzards,” he advised another.

The brothers worked together as much as possible. They had hard work ahead of them—but Paaluonys became their new home.

The lands of Zenonas and Konstantinas extended west of Kazimieras, on the other side of the Aluona. Their plots were spacious—but needed extensive work to make them habitable. There were no trees or buildings, so the brothers had to start by building homesteads and planting gardens.

* * *

Not everything went according to Father Kazimieras’s plan. Zenonas, his penultimate son, had dreams beyond the farm. Unlike his brothers, he did not find working the land fulfilling. After less than a decade in Paaluonys, Zenonas sold his share to Kaminskas and emigrated to the United States. His decision was made easier by the fact that his sister Pranciška was already established there. Having family on the other side of the ocean gave him the courage to take the leap and begin life anew on a distant continent.

Kazimieras’s only daughter, Pranciška–Antanina, later known in America as Frances Antoinette, had emigrated in 1904 when the family was still living in Dokiai. At just nineteen, she married Antanas Vaitiekūnas11, and the newlyweds left together for the United States, never to return permanently to their homeland. Antanas, who became Anthony in America, already had a brother settled in Kankakee, Illinois. This connection helped the young couple to establish themselves in their new home. Their house in Kankakee soon became the root of an American branch of the Maziliauskas–Vaitiekūnas family tree. Frances and Anthony raised several children—among them Genevieve12, Bernard Anthony13, Edward14, Virginia Mary15, and Virginia Henrietta16. Sadly, three others—Jan, Bronislawa, and Valentine—died young.

While Frances’s brothers carried on the family story in Lithuania, she and Anthony built their lives in America, ensuring it continued far across the Atlantic. For years, letters traveled back to Lithuania, keeping ties alive. In 1926, Frances even returned for a visit, bringing her youngest daughter, Virginia Henrietta, with her. But as time passed, contact became less frequent, though Kazimieras took comfort in knowing that his daughter had built a secure life in the New World.

Zenonas—known in America as Zan—also built his future in Kankakee, Illinois. He married Agnes Janushis, and together they raised children who represented the Maziliauskas branch of descendants born in America. Their sons Bruce (Bruno)17, Albert18, and Walter Frederick19 carried the family name into the American story, while their grandchildren, like Laura Lynn and Albert Frederick, continued the heritage. Though far from Paaluonys, Zenonas’s life embodied the same dedication to family that his father had valued so deeply.

Kazimieras’s eldest son, Konstantinas, also once tried to follow this path. Around 1909, he left for America, hoping to settle near his sister, Frances, in Illinois. He dreamed of bringing his wife, Teresė, and their firstborn son, Petras, to join him. But life overseas proved difficult. The long days of labour and the hardships of distance soon wore him down, and within five years, he returned to Lithuania. Re-established in Paaluonys, and later moving to Noliečiai, Konstantinas raised five children—Petras20, Pranciška21, Vaclovas22, Donatas23, and Juozapas24. Four of the Konstantinas’s siblings remained in Lithuania, while only Vaclovas eventually carried the family across the seas during the new wave of emigration after the Second World War.

And yet, returning to Kazimieras’s hopes of settling his sons as farmers on the land in Paaluonys, the story of the Maziliauskas family stretched far beyond anything he could have imagined. Emigration was not only a way for his children and grandchildren to survive—it became a start to opportunity, resilience, and new beginnings. By settling across Lithuania and the USA, the Maziliauskas family began to expand into the wider world. What began in a single village on the banks of the Aluona grew into a family presence on several continents. In this way, Kazimieras’s legacy lived on—not only in the soil of Paaluonys, but also in the courage of his descendants, who carried the Maziliauskas name and spirit across the ocean and into new horizons.

* * *

Jonas was the third child in the family of Vladislovas, son of Kazimieras. Born already in Paaluonys, he was a curious, lively, and quick-tempered boy who, from an early age, felt a great bond with the other family members. At just four years old, he had already heard many stories about his grandparents and great-grandparents—but what fascinated him the most was the legend of the brave warrior Martynas, who was once saved by Morta. He was too young to fully understand the significance of these tales—but his little heart felt that it was something great.




The boy was stocky—but very mobile. His bright eyes were always alert to what was going on around him, and his soft, unruly hair kept falling over his forehead as he listened intently to the adults’ conversations. He liked to ask questions—and not just any questions, but ones that were not always easy to answer. His mother, Juozapota, often joked that he “asked more questions than a sparrow chirps,” and his grandfather, Kazimieras, took a special pride in his curiosity.

Jonas grew up with his older sisters, the already teenage Antanina and Kazė, and his younger brother Vladas, who was just two years old and usually just followed his brother around, trying to understand what he was studying or explaining so closely. The one-year-old twins, Michalina and Stanislova, although they were still learning to walk, always smiled when they heard Jonas’ voice—they seemed to sense the joy in his stories. Jonas was a boy who had no time or space to be quiet. If not outside, where he was wandering around Aluona, then on the farm, watching his father work. Sometimes he would even try to help the grown-ups—to fetch a basket of eggs or give his mother firewood, but most of the time he would end up mastering something. But Juozapota didn’t get too angry—she knew that Jonas just wanted to be helpful somehow..

Whenever Grandfather Kazimieras had a free moment, he would sit with his grandson by the stove or on the bench outside and tell him stories. It was during those evenings that Jonas began to understand his family’s past, to listen to the stories of his great-grandparents, who had built a life here. Kazimieras saw in Jonas not only a child, but also the one who would keep the family traditions in the future.

* * *

One evening, as the red sun was setting at the edge of the sky, Jonas curled up next to his grandfather, ready for another story. He was extremely impatient.

“Grandpa, you told me how we all moved here to Paaluonys from Dokiai. So why don’t I remember anything?”

Kazimieras smiled and looked at the boy.

“It’s because you weren’t here yet, grandson. You have already appeared here, in Paaluonys.”

Jonas’s eyebrows furrowed, trying to understand what this meant.

“So how did we get here? How did Dad get here?” he asked, eagerly squeezing his grandfather’s hand.

After adjusting his rustic sergeant’s hat and taking another look at Jonas’s curious eyes, Kazimieras lowered his voice.

“Do you want me to tell you about how your dad came to live here and how he found your mum?”

Jonas immediately sat up straight, his eyes shining even brighter.

“Oh, Grandpa, I really do! Tell me soon!” he even rubbed his hands together out of curiosity.

Kazimieras looked at him carefully, as if to make sure that the boy was ready to hear another part of the family history that now seemed so close and alive.
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Vladislovas, as a hard-working farmer, should first start building. The main building was the living house. Vladislovas chose to build a two-ended house, the kind that was common in large families. Coming from a large family himself, he dreamt of an even larger family of his own, so the house had to be not only sturdy but also spacious.

At one end of the house, there was a kitchen and two rooms for him, his future wife, and his children. The kitchen was spacious, with a large clay oven, a bread oven, and a wall with ducts to channel the heat before it went up the chimney. This way, the bricks of the wall could retain heat, so the house would not cool down overnight. Next to the kitchen was a room for the parents, and another for the children when they were born and started to grow up. In the middle between the two ends, Vladislovas built a windowless, dark storage room. This was a place where the housewife could store her food supplies, including flour, groats, butter, and other important items. This was a good place to stack the various utensils needed for daily household chores.

The other end of the house was reserved for the future—for children and larger gatherings. This end was heated by a wood-burning tiled stove used only to heat the room, not for cooking. It was not only a source of heat but also a decorative element commissioned by Vladislovas from local craftsmen. The stove’s green wood-burning logs with floral patterns gave the impression that they would provide coziness and warmth on long winter evenings.

Vladislovas built the barn from shewn pine logs. Stones were scarce in the region—just enough to lay a solid foundation. The barn was designed to shelter all the livestock through the harsh Lithuanian winters: cows, pigs, sheep, chickens, and a pair of horses used for farm work. Inside, the layout allowed each type of animal to be housed separately, kept warm and safe throughout the cold season. The log walls were carefully fitted together, with moss packed into the gaps to keep out the chill. The roof was thatched with straw, offering additional insulation.

Next to the barn, Vladislovas constructed a spacious hayloft to store hay and straw. It had large gates on both sides, making it easy for wagons to enter, unload, and exit. Inside, there was ample room for forage reserves and one particularly important tool—the arpa. This grain winnowing machine, passed down from his father Kazimieras, was a staple on any serious farm. Built from sturdy wood, the arpa had a hand-crank mechanism that powered a series of fans and sieves. The fans generated airflow to blow away lighter impurities, such as dust and chaff, while the sieves separated coarser debris, such as straw fragments and husks. Heavier waste, like clumps of dirt or weed seeds, would settle in a separate compartment.

The granary Vladislovas built was sizeable, designed to store grains and other food supplies. Made of timber with solid wooden plank floors to keep moisture at bay, the structure contained large, hand-built wooden bins. Each bin stored a different crop—rye, wheat, oats, and barley—all kept separate and organized. Above the main storage space was a loft, accessible by ladder, used to store rarely used tools or seasonal items needed for family celebrations.

Vladislovas personally oversaw the construction of every building. Working alongside local craftsmen and neighbors, he ensured that each structure was built with care and precision. His vision was long-term: these buildings weren’t just for the present — they were meant to endure, to serve his family well for generations to come.

* * *

Once Vladislovas had established himself on his farm and built a spacious, sturdy home, he realized it was time to start a family. Nearby, on a hill covered with large trees, lived the Morkus family. Their daughter, Juozapota, was known as a hard-working and modest girl, and Vladislovas began to think about her more and more often. But he did not know how to approach her parents to express his intentions.

One evening, while having dinner with his father, Kazimieras, Vladislovas expressed his thoughts.

“Father,” he said tentatively. “I think it’s time for me to think about my wife. Morkus Juozapota is a rare, hard-working, and beautiful girl. But how to approach them?”

Kazimieras was silent for a moment, then smiled.

“Okay, son, we’ll sort it out. I have an acquaintance who knows how to handle such matters. He’s a tongue like a pea, a matchmaker. We’ll make a deal.”

Kazimieras agreed with his friend Antanas, a well-known pimp in the area. Antanas, a sharp-tongued and twisted man, knew the subtleties of matchmaking.

One cold autumn evening, when the sun had already disappeared behind the treetops, Vladislovas and his eloquent matchmaker Antanas set off for the Morkus homestead. Vladislovas’ heart was beating harder than ever, and Antanas, noticing his anxiety, said:

“Well, my boy, if you’re trembling like a leaf now, how will you protect your wife for the rest of your life? Courage, courage! There are no wolves living with the Morkus family—and if there is one, it’s Juozapota herself, a real she-wolf!”

Vladislovas just smiled and wiped his sweaty forehead.

When they reached the gates of the Morkus household, they were met by the family’s son, Kazys, who seemed well-prepared for a bit of “gatekeeping.”

“Well, well, where are you two rushing off to, dear sirs? Could it be you’re paying us a visit?” said Kazys with a smile, spreading his arms to block their way. “Getting in here isn’t that easy—you’ve got to pay a toll.”

Matchmaker Antanas spread his arms in mock surprise.

“Kazys, my boy, don’t you know who I am? I’m no random traveler—I’m Antanas himself, the king of matchmakers, master of words, and conductor of weddings! And this fine young man with me? That’s Vladislovas—the man of mighty deeds and, they say, the strongest mower around!”

Kazys laughed and gave Vladislovas a good look.

“Alright, Mr. Matchmaker, we accept payment in either a song or a gift.”

Antanas twirled dramatically, pointed to the sky, and exclaimed:

“A song it shall be—so grand that even the starlings will break into dance on the Morkus rooftop!”

He broke into an old matchmaking tune, with Vladislovas quietly trying to join in. Kazys bowed, chuckled, and opened the gate, letting the guests into the yard.

Inside, Juozapota’s parents—Martynas and Anelė Morkus—were already waiting. Martynas sat at the table with a stern expression, though his eyes revealed curiosity. Anelė glanced carefully at Vladislovas and asked:

“Well, matchmaker, who have you brought us this time? Not some lazy chatterbox, I hope?”

Antanas, not backing down, struck immediately.

“Lazy? A chatterbox? Oh, Anelė, where have you ever seen a man who wears a belt like that be lazy? This man is strong as an oak, his arms like chains of steel, and his heart as tender as spring grass.”

Martynas asked seriously:

“So, what exactly are you offering us, matchmaker? Our Juozapota is no ordinary girl—she’s the crown jewel of the pearl tiara. Can he truly appreciate her worth?”

The matchmaker bowed and answered:

“Martynas, my word is as solid as stone. Vladislovas will not only treasure the pearl, but he’ll bring you the entire crown. He’s a man who knows how to love and how to work—and what more could bring happiness to a woman?”

Juozapota, who had been quietly standing behind the door, appeared wearing a wreath upon her head.

“If the talk is so serious, matchmaker, perhaps someone should ask me too?” she said with a smile.

Vladislovas, speaking for the first time that evening, turned to her.

“Juozapota, your word is the one that matters most. I’ve come not just to ask for your parents’ blessing, but to hear the voice of your heart.”

Juozapota lowered her eyes, but after a short pause, she said:

“If it’s my heart you’re listening to, then the answer is yes—as long as the matchmaker keeps his promises.”

“If Juozapota herself has no objection, then we will give her to you, Vladislovas,” said Juozapota’s father. “But the dowry will need to be discussed.”

Antanas added with a laugh:

“A promise is made—and now, children, may you both be happy! It’s time to seal the deal with a drink!”

Negotiations over the dowry and wedding date continued with laughter and jesting, but in the end, both families reached an agreement, and the matchmaking concluded with feasting and songs that rang late into the night.

* * *

The wedding took place in the winter of 1908, just before Lent. On the morning of the wedding, Vladislovas and his entourage—his groomsmen and his matchmaker Antanas—set off on a journey to the bride. The groomsmen looked gorgeous, dressed in newly made shirts with red stripes. Matchmaker Antanas, carrying a bag of gifts, was in high spirits and joking all the way.

“Guys, what’s so quiet here? Don’t you think that our Juozapota would be happier with a loud song than silence? Let’s raise our voices and ‘On the mountain, the Lithuanians are singing!’”

Everyone was singing songs until they reached Juozapota’s homestead. At the gate, they were met by the girl’s friends and brothers, who had stacked a symbolic gate of hay and sticks.

The first to speak was the matchmaker:

“Good people, we are not here for the hay gate—we are looking for the most precious good in this yard. Isn’t this where Juozapota lives, the Queen of Pearls?”

When the young people asked for gifts, Vladislovas’ entourage pulled out colorful fabrics, a bottle of mead, and linen towels. After receiving permission to enter, they entered the courtyard with music and jokes.

Juozapota, dressed in a white linen-embroidered dress and a wreath on her head, was seen off by her parents. Her mother, Anelė, cried and caressed her daughter’s hands. Martynas, her father, said solemnly:

“Daughter, the most important thing in life is to be patient like the earth and warm like the sun. Listen to your husband, but don’t be afraid to speak your mind.”

The wreath was blessed, and the young people’s procession entered the church. Village youth and musicians accompanied the singing:

“Off she went, the beautiful maiden, to a new life, with a green wreath!”

The newlyweds were welcomed in the church by a priest who blessed them. During the ceremony, Juozapota and Vladislovas said their vows in silence, while the guests watched with admiration. The priest said:

“What is confirmed by God, let not man separate. Vladislovas, Juozapota—protect one another and grow love as the best harvest.”

After the ceremony, Vladislovas was approached by the bride’s brother, Kazys, with a sarcastic remark:

“Well, Vladislovas, it’s too late to escape now—you’ve signed a contract for life!”

* * *

The wedding party at the Morkus’ was solemn, as befits a village tradition. Most of the neighbors and relatives came to their cozy courtyard, where everything was ready for a celebration. Although the celebration was modest, its warmth and togetherness left a lasting impression on everyone.

As the wedding guests gathered, Juozapota’s parents waited at the gate for the newlyweds and their entourage to arrive. As soon as Vladislovas and Juozapota got off the beautifully decorated sleigh, Juozapota’s mother came over with a loaf of bread and salt in her hands.

“Bread and salt shall keep you all your life,” she said, handing the loaf to the young people.

Greetings poured in from all sides, and soon everyone was seated at the banquet table, which was laden with country dishes: steaming roast goose, fresh bacon, smoked bacon, sauerkraut, cucumbers, and delicious-smelling black bread. The feast was accompanied by cheeses, sweet pastries, and a traditional “cake tree” resembling a wedding cake in the corner.

When everyone was seated at the tables and the matchmaker began the wedding ceremony, the first toast was given to the bride’s father, Morkus, who gave a short but clear speech:

“For our daughter Juozapota and her husband Vladislovas! May their lives be as full as this table and as warm as today’s feast!”

After the first toasts, the sound of a violin was heard—a local musician, Juozas, began to play a wedding waltz. The bride and groom got up for their first dance and were soon joined by all the guests. The musician not only played the violin but also had a drummer. The dancing continued non-stop, with everyone splitting up into pairs and tapping out traditional Lithuanian dances—the polka, the waltz, and then faster rhythms. In between the dance breaks, the guests sat down to listen to songs. One of the relatives sang a song:

“On the hill, the Lithuanians are riding…”

The whole company joined in, singing from the heart. Later, other traditional songs were sung—“Growing in the yard was a small maple”, “Oh, the river is flowing on the hill.”

As befits a wedding, there were traditional customs and various challenges for the newlyweds. In the evening, as is customary in this region, the men tried to “steal” the bridesmaids who were wandering around one by one. Knowing this, the grooms-men kept them close to them; otherwise, they would have to negotiate a ‘ransom’. At the end of the evening, the older men gathered in a separate corner to share a glass of vodka and serious conversations. The younger guests continued dancing, and the children played in the yard, where they threw snowballs.

The second day started with the wreath-laying ceremony. Surrounded by bridesmaids, Juozapota sat in the middle of the courtyard, while her mother-in-law solemnly removed her wreath and tied a shawl on her head, saying:

“Not a virgin anymore, but a hostess!”

This ceremony was followed by a gift-giving ceremony. Guests brought gifts: fabrics, chickens, even a calf. Vladislovas joyfully accepted the gift, saying:

“The calf will be Juozapota’s first ‘confidant’ and I will be the second.”

As the tradition of hanging a liar matchmaker at the end of the wedding was not yet established, the second day ended with a final dance, during which the guests bid farewell to the newlyweds. The women wished Juozapota strength and patience, while the men shook Vladislovas’ hand and wished him luck on the farm. The last parting ritual was the blessing of Juozapota’s parents.

“Go and make your own life, but never forget that you are always welcome back home,” said the mother, wiping away a tear.

Finally, Vladislovas and Juozapota embraced and drove off to their new home, and for a long time, songs and laughter continued to ring out in the Morkus’ courtyard, welcoming the newlyweds into their new life.

* * *

Arriving at her new home, Juozapota stepped into the cozy kitchen of the timber house. The air was thick with the comforting scent of baked bread and dried herbs hanging from the beams. A clay stove radiated warmth, and the fire’s glow cast soft, dancing shadows on the wooden walls.

“This will be our home,” said Vladislovas with a smile, his voice low but steady. “And the beginning of our family.”

Juozapota looked around. The room, though simple, felt alive. A woven rug lay across the floor, and handmade clay pots lined the shelves. A spinning wheel stood quietly in the corner, waiting to be used. This place wasn’t just a shelter. It was the promise of shared mornings and long winter evenings, of work and joy, of silence and laughter.

She looked at Vladislovas, his face still flushed with the energy of the long day behind them—the church, the celebration, the goodbyes, the long ride home. Yet here he stood, grounded, open, and full of hope.

Juozapota smiled softly.

“Then let us make it warm not only with fire but with kindness. And fill it not only with food but with stories, song, and children’s laughter.”

Vladislovas gently took her hand.

“That’s the plan, my dear. One day at a time. We’ll build it all–together.”

The wind rustled outside in the apple trees as if nodding in agreement. And so, under the roof of their new home, as the fire crackled in the stove, Juozapota and Vladislovas began not only their marriage but also the weaving of a legacy — one that would grow through generations, rooted in this very room.
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From the very first day, Vladislovas felt great warmth and gratitude towards his young wife. Every morning, he would look at Juozapota with a smile and gently say:

“Juozapota, you are like that ray of sunshine in our shelter—you warm not only our hearts, but also the whole world around us.”

Juozapota smiled and said the same back:

“And you, Vladislovas, are the tree I can always lean on. Without your strength, we would have achieved nothing.”

In the first weeks after the wedding, they both started work. The farm was still young, so there were fruit trees to plant, livestock in the barn, and land to work. Juozapota, although young, surprised Vladislovas with her diligence. She was able to look after the house and the animals at the same time, sew curtains, and sometimes even volunteer in the fields. Vladislovas often joked gently when he saw her efforts:

“I see that you, Juozapota, are not my wife, but a whole group of workers in one person!”

In the evening, when they returned to the barn after work, they would sit for a long time in front of the crackling stove flame and talk about the future. They both saw the future in the same way—dreaming of a big family, a house full of children’s laughter and fellowship.

* * *

Juozapota gave birth to nine children, six of whom survived and grew up to become the parents’ help on the farm and the joy of the family.

Born in 1909, Antanina was the first child of Vladislovas and Juozapota. From an early age, the calm-natured girl showed wisdom and the ability to understand others. Antanina often helped her mother with the housework—washing the dishes and ironing clothes —and later took care of her younger siblings. She was the family’s mediator, often calming conflicts between the little ones.

Kazimiera, called by everyone Kazė, the second child of Vladislovas and Juozapota, was born in 1911. She was quite different from Antanina—creative and inventive, often making small handicrafts or drawing in the sand with a stick. She had a special love of nature and could often be found looking for berries or drawing delicate patterns on plants. She loved to make up stories and tell them to her little brothers, making them laugh and enjoy themselves.

Jonas, the main character of this novel, was born in 1920, the first son and therefore the hope of the family and the joy of his father, Vladislovas. Gifted and curious from an early age, Jonas was interested in everything that was happening around him. Even as a child, he would listen to his father’s lessons on the farm, ask countless questions, and amaze the adults with his quick thinking. He was the first to help his father in the fields, learning to plow and work with the animals.

Vladas was born in 1922. He was a lively and energetic boy. His passion was anything that moved, whether it was horses, carts, or small “machines” that he made himself out of scraps of wood. Vladas would often gurgle and imitate the sounds of the machines as he pushed his “creations” through the sand. He became an important helper for his father in looking after the farm machinery and animals.

The twins Michalina and Stanislova, born in 1923, looked very similar. However, it soon became clear that they were very different in temperament. Michalina, sensual and supple, was fascinated by music and dancing from an early age. She loved playing with her brothers and was very sociable. Stanislova was calmer and slower. She liked watching what her elders were doing and would carefully try to replicate it or do what she thought was better.

Although the family was blessed with love and joy, life brought losses. The three young children born between Antanina and Jonas—Bronislava, Antanas, and Kazimieras—did not survive. Juozapota held the small body of one of them and prayed silently:

“Lord, why must such little ones leave us? Are they too gentle for this world?”

Vladislovas, though a hard man, would sit quietly by and hold his wife’s hand firmly in these situations. He rarely talked about his feelings, but one evening he said:

“Juozapota, we are destined to remember them. But we still have six strong and loving children. We have to live for them.”

Living in a remote area, medical care was difficult to access. Juozapota cared for the children with natural remedies, such as herbal teas and compresses. She would spend nights at the bedsides of sick children, and Vladislovas, though strict with the boys, would always bring warm water or wipe their sweaty foreheads.

Antanina and Kazė were the main helpers at home. Antanina, with her calm nature, maintained order and often calmed her younger siblings when they got angry.

“Antanina, help me with the potatoes,” Juozapota would call her daughter into the kitchen. “Look, pick them as thinly as you can so that there is less waste.”

“Okay, Mum,” Antanina replies with a smile as she gets to work.

She knew how to balance her work with her gentle support for her younger brothers, who often ran to her for help.

Kazė, who was more creative, preferred jobs that required ingenuity. She would often help her mother sew or mend clothes, and in the evenings, she loved to interact with the little ones by telling them fictional stories.

“Kazė, help me tie this scarf,” Juozapota once asked, “Your hands are better suited for it.”

“Mum, we can do it differently!” suggested Kazė, showing how to tie the knot nicely to make it strong and comfortable.

Meanwhile, Jonas and Vladas were indispensable helpers of their father, Vladislovas, in the fields. Jonas, gifted and curious, quickly learned some of the tasks that were difficult for a child, following horses pulling harrows, holding reins, and trying to steer them to keep the horses from straying from the right bar.

“Dad, can I try driving a plow?” Jonas asked, holding the horse’s reins.

“Wait, son,” Vladislovas said, watching him with pride, “Your hands are still too small to hold the plow. But you can already help load the hay.”

Jonas was enthusiastic about his work, while Vladas, who was smaller but more agile and fond of technology, often pushed his own little “machines” around in the sand.

“Vladas, what are you doing here?” his father would ask, laughing, when he spotted his son in the meadow.

“I take hay to the barn, just like you!” Vladas enthusiastically replied, holding a stick in his hand instead of the reins.

The twins, Michalina and Stanislova, although still small, also tried to help in any way they could. Michalina was most enthusiastic about bringing grain to the chickens or helping her mother pour milk into the calves’ bucket with her little cup.

“Michalina, be careful with the milk,” Juozapota used to warn. “Milk is expensive, don’t spill a drop.”

“I’ll be fine, Mum!” Michalina replied, trying to hold the milk cup straight and carefully.

Meanwhile, Stanislova, being quieter, stayed at home more often. She would try to sweep the floor, holding a broom that was much bigger than she was.

Despite their busy schedules, Vladislovas and Juozapota taught their children that unity and respect for each other were the most important things. Each family member felt important and needed.

“Remember,” Vladislovas often said to the children at dinner, “we are one family. Each of our jobs contributes to the well-being of all.”

This wisdom became the cornerstone of the family’s life, helping them to survive even the most difficult times. Growing up in such unity, children learned not only to work but also to value each other.

* * *

Jonas was only four years old, but he already felt that something was wrong at home. Mum had been sluggish for some time, often lying in bed, and her soft voice was getting quieter. He saw his dad, Vladislovas, and his older sisters, Antanina and Kazė, doing their best to help her—making warm drinks, wiping her forehead with a damp towel —but Mum still looked tired, pale, as if she was no longer part of this world. Sometimes she would gently pat Jonas and take his small hand in hers, but he no longer felt her usual warmth.

One morning, he woke up to a strange silence. No one was walking around the house, no sound of his mother’s coughing, no smell coming from the kitchen where she always made breakfast. Jonas got out of bed and ran to his sister Antanina. She stood, tears in her eyes, and stroked his head.

“Mummy won’t come back, Jonas,” she said softly, hugging him tightly.

Jonas did not understand. After all, Mum was always with them, always taking care of them… How can it be that she won’t get up now? He saw his dad standing in the corner looking at the floor in silence, Kazė crying softly, holding the little twins, and Vladas standing confused, not yet understanding what had happened.

When they went to say goodbye to his mother a day later, he saw her lying in a coffin covered with a white sheet. She was so beautiful, so silent–more beautiful than when she was alive. Her face was calm, as if she was just sleeping, but Jonas didn’t understand why she didn’t get up and hug them like she used to. He took her cold hand and held it to his own, but she didn’t get as warm as she always had before.

“Mummy, why are you sleeping?” he whispered softly, but no one answered.

After the funeral, the house was quieter than ever. The children missed mother’s laughter, her gentle words, even her reproaches when they came running to the table with dirty hands, oblivious. Everything seemed grey and empty, and Jonas felt lost in a world that had suddenly become much colder.

But the disasters have not ended. Less than a year after his mother’s death, the family also lost his grandfather, Kazimieras. This was yet another blow to Jonas, who loved his grandfather so much and listened to his stories about the past and the old family history. Grandpa was the one who used to warm up the long winter evenings with his stories, the one who would take Jonas’ little hand with a gentle smile and say:

“Remember, grandson, our honor is our roots, and roots never go away.”

Now his grandfather is gone. Jonas sat for a long time in his empty chair, waiting for him to come back, but he didn’t. Everything around him became even quieter. Antanina and Kazė did their best to take care of the little ones, Dad worked without respite, but no one could fill the void. It was a time of mourning and change, when the family had to learn to live without its two most important pillars. Jonas hardly realized that his world would never be the same again, and that sad spring, he outgrew his childhood faster than he would have liked.

* * *

Vladislovas realized that the twins would need special care and love, which he, himself, busy with farm work, would not be able to provide.

When Juozapota’s brother, Uncle Petras, visited Vladislovas, he offered to take one of the twins into his family. Vladislovas considered the offer for a long time and accepted it with a heavy heart, so Stanislova went to her uncle’s house.

The day Uncle Petras came to pick up little Stanislova is etched in the family’s memory. Michalina and Stanislova, who had only just begun to speak, knew clearly that they would be separated.

“Stanislova, you were traveling with your uncle,” Vladislovas said gently, taking her in his arms. “Your uncle will take care of you, and we will all be there for you.”

Holding her sister’s hand, little Michalina cried as if she realized she was about to lose a part of herself. Their little hands clasped tightly together, and when her uncle bent down to pick up Stanislova, she cried:

“No! Stanislova is here!” She barely uttered two words, but behind them there was an infinite bitterness.

Uncle Petras gently took Stanislova, while Vladislovas stood by, stroking his daughter’s head. He tried to explain:

“Michalina, you will stay with me, with Antanina, with Kazė. We will all be together, and Stanislova will have her own family who will love her very much.”

While Michalina was crying, little Stanislova looked at her sister as if to say that everything would be all right. When her uncle put Stanislova in the carriage, Michalina was still trying to hold out her arms as if to stop her. But the carriage moved on, and Vladislovas and the children stayed to watch their sister moving away.

Stanislova grew up in her uncle’s family, where she was loved and cared for. She became a strong and gentle girl whose fate was intertwined with the life of her uncle’s family. Meanwhile, Vladislovas’ family was struggling to recover. Antanina and Kazė, although still teenagers themselves, did their best to help their father look after the youngsters. The loss of Juozapota and the separation of the sisters were painful but important life events. Michalina, though tiny, understood that they would meet again one day.

As time passed, the pain healed, but the moment of saying goodbye to little Stanislova remained in everyone’s hearts.
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After Juozapota’s death, Vladislovas knew it would be very difficult to raise such a large family alone. With the help of his neighbors’ matchmakers, Vladislovas married for the second time less than a year later. His second wife, Kazimiera Samuškytė, was almost twenty years younger, but she quickly became the new family member. Kazimiera brought not only youthful energy to the house, but also more children. She gave birth to eight more over the next 20 years.

In 1925, Vladislovas and Kazimiera’s first daughter, Angelė, was born; later, everyone called her Anelė. She was talkative, gentle, and very caring since childhood. She was always able to notice if someone in the family was upset and tried to alleviate their sadness.

“Mum, can I help Marytė to sleep?” Anelė used to ask when Marytė was crying in her cot.

Kazimiera would look at her with a gentle smile and say:

“You are a true angel, Anelė. Of course, help me. Your voice always reassures her.”

Anelė became the pillar of the family, especially for her younger siblings, whom she loved and protected.

After Anelė, in 1926, a son was born, whom she named Pranas. Unfortunately, the baby did not survive long and left this world, only briefly making his parents happy.

Born in 1927, Janina, called Janė by her family, was the complete opposite of her older sister—she lived in her own dream world, loved to create stories and draw.

“Janė, what are you drawing there?” her father once asked, looking at her with a pencil in her hand.

“Dad, this is our house, only bigger, with a nice garden and a bridge over the creek,” she replied, smiling broadly.

Janė often spent time alone, creating her own world, but she enriched her family with her tenderness and imagination.

In 1930, the family was joined by Zofija, or Zosė, whose farming nature was evident from childhood. She was resourceful and clever, and always knew how to find a way out of even the most difficult situations.

“Mum, can we turn this rag into a mat?” Zosė would suggest, holding an old piece of cloth in her hands.

Kazimiera was amazed to see how her daughter would create useful things out of what seemed to be discarded.

Born in 1932, Elena, or Elytė, stood out for her beauty and practical mind. Her children often said that Elytė was the belle of the family, but she herself valued wisdom more than looks.

“Elytė, how do I fasten this dress?” her sisters would often ask, and Elytė, always ready to help, would show them the quick and easy way.

Elytė was someone who always knew what to do and could inspire others with her practicality.

In 1933, the youngest sister, Marijona, whom everyone called Marytė, was born and was a true source of joy for the family. Her charm and warmth enchanted everyone around her.

“Marytė, why are you always smiling?” Janė once asked.

“Because I enjoy being with all of you,” Marytė replies, smiling even more.

Marytė’s ability to spread love and peace became the glue of the family, binding everyone together.

Zenonas, or Zenas, was born in 1935. He was a true fighter—brave, energetic, and ready to defend his family against any odds.

“Dad, I’ll grow up to be a soldier,” he often told Vladislovas.

“You are a real soldier now,” his father would reply, smiling at his son’s determination and energy.

Zenas was his father’s right-hand man on the farm, often doing the hardest work and never complaining.

In 1941, the youngest of the children, Vytautas, or Vytas, was born. He was interested in technology from an early age, inventing all sorts of inventions and enjoying watching farm machinery work.

“Dad, how does this thresher work?” he once asked Vladislovas.

“Come, I’ll show you,” replied the father, proud of his son’s curiosity.

Vytas was not only interested in technology but also eloquent, often making the family laugh with his witty comments.

* * *

Vladislovas raised all of his thirteen surviving children, out of the seventeen born to his two wives, with the utmost love and devotion. When they grew up, he made sure that they went to the primary school in nearby Preikapė. Not everyone was equally successful, but one by one, the children attended all four grades of the school, or at least three, and received the primary education they needed for life.

When Vladislovas married Kazimiera, he believed that this strong and hard-working woman would be able to become a good stepmother to the children of his first wife, Juozapota. From the very first days, Kazimiera tried to be fair and caring, but naturally, more attention was paid to her own children, who were younger and needed more care. Juozapota’s children felt this, and the eldest daughters, Antanina and Kazė, soon realized that their place in their father’s home had changed.

One evening, as the family sat at the dinner table, Vladislovas said to Kazimiera:

“Kazimiera, Antanina is a big girl. I think it’s time for her to learn to be independent. Nearby farmers are looking for a helper. What do you think?”

Kazimiera, stirring the soup, answered slowly:

“Vladislovas, maybe that’s true. The girl is hard-working and will be a good help. And she will have a dowry, if the farmers pay her well.”

Antanina, overhearing the conversation, said calmly:

“If that’s what it takes, Dad, I’m ready. After all, my mother always said that hard-working hands earn their bread.”

Vladislovas smiled, but you could see the sadness in his eyes.

“You’re right, my little daughter, your mother would have been very proud of you.”

A few weeks later, Antanina went to work for a farmer. Her sister Kazė soon had a similar conversation when her father reported:

“Old people in a neighboring village are looking for someone to help them. I think Kazė would be right up there.”

Kazė didn’t resist, but before she left, she said quietly to her stepmother:

“Mum, please take care of little Michalina. She still needs a mother’s warmth.”

Vladislovas’s sons, Jonas and Vladas, grew up quickly. From an early age, they tried to follow their father to learn “manly things”.

One day, Jonas put his hands on his father’s plow and asked:

“Dad, will I ever be able to plow a field like you?”

Vladislovas smiled, seeing his son’s curiosity:

“Once you’ve learnt how to properly shoe a horse, you can try. For now, watch and learn.”

Vladas, the younger brother, also wanted to be involved.

“Dad, can I hold the rope?”

“You can, if you promise not to scare the horse,” replied the father with a smile.

The children spent more and more time in the fields with their father, learning to plow, dig, and tend the animals. They felt important and needed, even if they sometimes looked longingly at their sisters’ empty seats at the table.

* * *

Little Michalina was sitting on the doorstep, fingering tiny flowers she had picked from the meadow at the edge of the yard. Her thoughts drifted back to those warm evenings when her mother would gently stroke her hair, murmuring soothing words. Things were different now. Gone were the soft hands, the warm eyes, the soft embrace where she could hide. Sighing softly, she looked up and saw her stepmother, Kazimiera, standing on the threshold. Kazimiera looked at the girl with a curious but slightly stern expression.

“What are you doing here, Michalina?” she asked, putting her hand on her apron.

Michalina squirmed a little, her small hands involuntarily gripping the flowers.

“I’m thinking about my mum…” the girl replied softly, her eyes fixed on her bare feet.

“She always knew how to comfort me… When I cried, she would hug me and tell me it would be all right.”

Kazimiera took a deep breath. She was not one to show tenderness easily, but she tried to be fair.

“Your mother would be really proud of you, Michalina. But now you need to learn to be strong. I can’t comfort you every day like a little child. I take care of all the children, and you are big enough to understand that life does not stand still.”

Michalina felt tears rising in her throat, but she tried not to show them. She knew that her stepmother would never be like her mother, but she still wanted her love and approval.

Later that night, when everyone had gone to bed, Michalina quietly crawled into her bed and pulled the blanket up to her nose. No one could see her tears. She remembered her mother’s voice, her songs, her warmth… It was only that, after long minutes of trying to come to terms with her feelings, she finally fell asleep.

The next morning, the sun was already up when Michalina got up before everyone else. She wanted to show Kazimiera that she was strong and could be useful. After tying her scarf, she went out into the courtyard and looked around—everything was still shrouded in the morning chill. Her stepmother was already in the kitchen, stirring something in a bowl.

“Mum, what else can I do?” Michalina asked firmly, standing straight as a stick. Her voice was firm, but somewhere inside, there was still a vague longing.

Kazimiera looked at the girl and, perhaps for the first time, something like a smile appeared on her face.

“Go and fetch some water from the well, daughter, and then I can show you how to knead the dough better.”

It wasn’t the tender embrace that Michalina wanted, but it was the first step towards acceptance. And the girl felt that perhaps, in time, Kazimiera would become close to her.

* * *

Michalina sometimes felt that her stepmother was more concerned about her own children. One evening, while Kazimiera was sewing clothes for her youngest son, Michalina quietly asked:

“And when are you going to make me a new sweater?”

Kazimiera, tired after the day’s work, replied:

“Michalina, your clothes are still good, you don’t have to want too much.”

These words hurt her deeply, but she realized that she would have to rely on her own strength. She often remembered her mother hugging her and saying soft words:

“My little one, you are the joy of my heart.”

These moments have remained in Michalina’s heart as precious treasures. She sometimes prayed silently to her mother’s scarf, which she hid under her pillow.

Despite all the difficulties, Kazimiera tried to be a good mother to the family. She took care of the house and tried to teach all the children to be independent. However, the children’s longing and natural desire to feel loved caused misunderstandings.

Michalina grew up strong and hard-working over time. Her determination and kindness were the best legacies of Juozapota, and her longing for her mother became the inner strength that helped her to survive difficult times.
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Vladislovas’s large family required not only constant care but also well-thought-out daily farm activities. His farm had grown to almost 40 hectares of fertile land, which Vladislovas used to the maximum to provide for his family and generate income.

Vladislovas’s family’s diet was based on what they grew and made themselves. Every week, the family baked rye bread. The farm grew rye, which was milled in a nearby mill. Potatoes were sometimes added to make the bread last longer. The oats and barley were exchanged for groats, which the family used for their daily breakfast. The porridge was flavored with milk or butter. The family had a large vegetable garden in front of the house where they grew potatoes, carrots, cabbage, beetroot, and onions. Potatoes were the staple of the daily diet, cooked, baked, and eaten with sour milk, meat, or sauerkraut.

The family’s cows produced milk every day, which was used to churn butter, press cheese, skim sour cream, and make sour milk. These products not only fed the family but were also sold at the market. In summer, a chicken or a duck was more often slaughtered, and in late autumn and winter, a few pigs. The pigs and chickens provided the family with fresh meat, and the hams and bacon were cured or smoked, along with sausages, to keep them for the winter. Sheep not only provided wool, but they were also slaughtered for meat when supplies needed to be replenished. On rare festive occasions, the family enjoyed the more delicious food — cake, homemade biscuits, or even the occasional sucking candy brought from the city.

* * *

Almost every week, before dawn, Vladislovas would harness his horses and set off for the Ariogala market, and occasionally even for Kaunas itself. These trips were an important part of farm life–not only a chance to sell the produce he grew, but also an opportunity to learn about the news, to meet acquaintances, and to see what was happening in the wider world.

Vladislovas never went to the market unprepared. Butter, cheese, bacon, and eggs were the most sought-after items — people in the city were always looking for quality, rustic food. If it was a good year, grain, potatoes, and other vegetables were brought to the market. In winter, when there was less work on the farm, smoked hams and sausages were brought to the market, the smell of which was enough to attract buyers.

“Father, can I go to the market with you once?” young Jonas once asked, watching his father load the wagon with sparkling eyes.

Vladislovas looked at his son, smiled, and replied:

“It’s too early for you, my son, but when the time comes, you will see for yourself how to trade. At the market, you don’t just sell–you negotiate, and you need to know people to get a good price.”

Going to the market has never been improvised. The loading of the transport was carefully planned to ensure that the goods did not get mixed up and that everything reached the market in order. Sacks of cereals or potatoes were placed in the bottom, and dairy products, butter, and cheeses were placed on top, wrapped in linen bags to protect them from road dust. On top, at Vladislovas’s feet, there was always a wooden box of eggs, so that they wouldn’t break on the journey. In the summer, to keep the smoked hams and sausages hard and melt, a layer of straw was added to the wagon to protect them from the sun’s exposure.

The journey to Ariogala took a good couple of hours, so Vladislovas left before dawn. On the way, he would stop at a roadside tavern to feed the horses, have a warm drink, and chat with other traders who were also rushing to the market.

A market is not only a place for trade, but also for news. Even before he arrived, the market was buzzing with people. Like all experienced traders, Vladislovas knew where to park his cart to attract the most buyers. He usually chose a place near the middle of the market, where more people would pass by. The buyers, mostly townspeople and small farmers, would come up, ask for a price, and negotiations would start immediately.

“Wow, Vladislovas, your hams this year are like stone—you can see they’ve been well smoked. But can’t you give them away a little cheaper?” smiled an acquaintance who bought meat from him every year for his tavern.

“Cheaper? So if I sell cheaper to everyone, what will I eat myself?” Vladislovas replied, winking. “But if you take two hams, I can cut back a little.”

The market was not just a place to trade–it was a place to find out all the news from the city and abroad. Is there a shortage of flour in town? Will land taxes be higher next year? Has a new livestock disease arrived from faraway lands? All this affected the farm’s planning, so Vladislovas listened carefully to the talk and occasionally asked questions himself.

When all the goods were sold, Vladislovas would go to the town’s store to buy what he couldn’t make himself on the farm: salt, sugar, kerosene for lamps, and sometimes cloth. If he could get better flour, he would bring it to his wife for baking. Sometimes, when the market was good, he bought sweets for the children—candied sweets that melted in the mouth for one hour or even more.

On the way home, the carriage was usually empty, but Vladislovas’s heart was calm—he knew that this trip had once again helped his family secure bread for the weeks ahead. Before returning to the yard, he would often whistle in the distance to let his family know his father was on his way. And the children would rush out of the house as soon as they heard the familiar sound.

“Father, what did you bring?” screamed the little ones as they ran to the wagon.

Vladislovas smiled, combed his beard, and pulled out a small bundle.

“So who are the curious ones, eh? This time, a sweet for everyone, but next week, if you’re good, I’ll bring you something else!”

The children would rejoice, and Vladislovas would sit down at the table with a sigh, after unharnessing the horses and entering the hut. Another day, another market trip, another duty well done for the family.

* * *

Vladislovas used to divide the work in advance so that each family member could contribute to the common good. The eldest sons, Jonas and Vladas, took over much of the manual labor as they grew older, plowing the fields, tending the animals, and cutting hay. When the older daughters, Antanina and Kazė, left home, Michalina and her sister Anelė took over the duties of helping in the house, in the kitchen, and in the care of their younger siblings, followed by Janė, Zosė, Elytė, and the last of the daughters, Marytė, when they grew up. The youngest sons, Zenas, and later the youngest, Vytas, joined the already teenage Jonas and Vladas as they grew up and gradually became their father’s mainstay on the farm.

Vladislovas’s wife, Kazimiera, was the mainstay of the family—she not only cooked but also tended the animals, milked the cows, and made cheese, cottage cheese, and butter for the family and for sale at the market.

Vladislovas’s ability to organize family life was impressive. He made sure that every job had a clear leader and that seasonal jobs had their own time. At harvest time, everyone took part in the harvest and the potato digger. Vladislovas patiently explained brand new tasks to the family members, often with humor or encouragement.

“Vladas, do you still remember how you got your first sparkler? Now you’re shooting like an adult!” he joked, encouraging his younger son.

Despite the size of his family, Vladislovas never complained. He believed that unity and dedication to the family were the key to prosperity. His intelligence, diligence, and ability to instill a sense of responsibility in every family member ensured that everyone felt they were contributing to a common goal. The family farm was not only a means of survival but also a place where children learned the most important lessons of life.
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The school in the village of Preikapė was a small wooden building with one large classroom and narrow windows that let in just enough light to read the letters on the blackboard. The classroom walls were painted a pale green, and the desks, which had long since seen a fresh coat of varnish, were rough but sturdy. The children sat two by two, and Jonas usually sat at the front, not because he wanted to, but because the teacher was quick to spot his inquisitive mind. From the first days of school, Jonas stood out from his peers. While some children knew their letters only from old prayer books they saw at home, Jonas could already read. His father, Vladislovas, though strict, had taught him to read in the evenings by the light of a kerosene lamp. And when Jonas first picked up a school book, he felt as if he were holding a door to another world.

“Jonas has an extraordinary mind,” said a teacher called Juozas once when he met Jonas’s father. “He learns faster than anyone else. He counts by heart and understands more than words when he reads.”

The father sighed after listening to the teacher.

“And what am I supposed to do about it, teacher?” he asked, without raising his eyes. “He is needed on the farm.”

The teacher didn’t let go. On several occasions, he came to Jonas’s house himself, determined to persuade Vladislovas to allow Jonas to continue his education.

“Vladislovas,” said Juozas, “Jonas could be more than just a farmer. He could go to school, maybe even become a teacher or a civil servant. You must let him learn!”

“Who will work the land then, teacher?” Vladislovas replied coldly. “Books don’t make bread….”

For Jonas, school was not only a place of learning but also a refuge from the hard daily work on the farm. Every morning, he would walk up the path to school carrying a simple bag with a pen, pencils, and notebooks. He loved his teacher Juozas’s stories about world geography and Lithuanian history.

“Children, know that Lithuania is only as strong as you are,” the teacher used to say, pointing to the map of Lithuania at the front of the class.

Jonas heard these words as personal encouragement. He enjoyed his studies, especially his maths and writing lessons. He was able to solve the most difficult problems quickly, and his teacher would often say:

“Jonas, you are so talented that you could be a mathematician.”

* * *

But Jonas realized that such dreams were not within his reach. After school, Jonas would return to his home, where he would work outside. He had to feed the animals, weed the gardens, and work with his father in the fields. Sometimes, when the work went on late into the evening, Jonas would sit down to a book only after everyone was asleep. He would light a kerosene lamp and read quietly until his eyes began to blink.

“Books open up the world to me,” he once told his sister Anelė, who was watching him from afar. “And fields are only part of what we can have.”

Anelė just shrugged her shoulders. Books didn’t seem that important to her yet. But for Jonas, they were a bridge to the better life he had been quietly dreaming of.

After completing three years of primary school, Jonas had to say goodbye to school. Vladislovas had made up his mind: he didn’t need to learn any more. The land needed work, and Jonas was the eldest son, with all the responsibility on his shoulders.

“Father, I could learn more,” Jonas tried to convince him. “Maybe I could help the family earn more.”

“Enough with the books,” Vladislovas said sternly. “The land feeds us, not books.”

Jonas felt bitter, but made a decision. From then on, he was determined not only to work the land but also to learn on his own. The words of his teacher, Juozas still echoed in his head, and although he never officially completed more classes, Jonas always remained curious and pursued knowledge.

* * *

Although Jonas was a gifted and serious student, he was also a real child—full of energy, a thirst for adventure, and a desire to be boisterous. After a hard day at school or on the farm, he always found time to escape the daily routine and spend time with his friends in the only way his childhood could allow—without worries.

The school yard had a large grass field where children often gathered after school. All the big competitions—running, hiding and, of course, jousting—took place there. Jonas was one of the strongest children in his class, and he would often invite others to duel.

“Well, Antanas, do you dare with me?” Jonas would jokingly shout, rolling up his sleeves.

Antanas, although thinner, was very clever and often replied:

“I dare! But maybe try it with Petras first.”

The ground beneath the children’s feet quickly became distorted as they fell over each other, trying to knock their opponent over. Jonas was not only strong but also fast, and often won.

“How do you always beat me?” Antanas once asked, stroking his bruised elbow.

“You have to know how to push, but also how to wait for the right moment,” replied Jonas, smiling.

But these games did not always please the teacher. One day, the teacher Juozas went out into the yard and saw Jonas and another boy falling into the mud, fighting for the joust’s victory.

“Jonas!” shouted the teacher sternly. “You are a gifted child, but is this the way to behave? Is this a school or a market?”

Jonas lowered his head, but inwardly he couldn’t hold back a smile. He knew his teacher was only scolding him because he wanted him to be a role model for others….

In addition to the rhymes, Jonas was a favorite among children because of his ability to come up with interesting games. He once suggested making small kites out of sheets of paper and straw. They all ran out into the fields where they flew their kites into the wind, competing to see whose kite would fly the highest.

“My above!” Jonas shouted as his kite soared above all the others.

“Unfair! You put a thicker straw!” protested a girl called Ona.

“You have to know how to build,” Jonas replied, winking.

Sometimes they would play catch, running around the schoolyard or jumping over fences. Jonas was always faster than the others, but not because he wanted to win all the time—he just liked to move.

“You never stop!” said his friend Povilas when Jonas was the first to reach the school door.

“And why stop when you can run?” Jonas replied, laughing.

Jonas liked to go on “adventures” with his friends. Sometimes they would get a group together and go to a nearby forest. In the forest, they would look for “treasures”—old stones, interesting branches, or bird nests.

“Today we’re looking for gold coins!” said Jonas, holding the stick like a treasure hunter’s tool.

“Jonas always knows where to look!” joked friends.

Although they never found gold, they often returned with pockets full of nuts, mushrooms, or even stories of beast tracks….

But these happy moments ended when Jonas returned home and heard his father’s voice:

“Jonas, enough of this running around, it’s time to help in the barn!”

And even though he was tired, he kept in his heart the happiness of playing games and spending time with his friends.
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Paaluonys village was quiet when another summer day dawned. Jonas woke up early, when the morning sun was just beginning to shine on the haystacks.

“Get up, Jonas!” Brother Vladas shouted from behind the door, even though he was younger than Jonas. “Father said that today we needed to prepare the horses for tomorrow’s journey to Kaunas.”

Jonas lazily turned over in bed, but when he heard his brother’s footsteps, he realized that he would not sleep again. He knew from his father’s story what the journey to Kaunas was like–fifty kilometers of stony roads, dusty wheels, sitting on the edge of a wagon. It took almost five hours each way, and he would leave very early, before the roosters crowed, to reach Kaunas in the morning, when people were just gathering at the market to shop, and he would not get back to the village until well after dark.

“I’m coming,” he said, and quickly put on a linen shirt.

Waiting for him in the courtyard was Father Vladislovas, a serious and quiet man who rarely showed emotion, but whose eyes spoke more than words.

“Have you fed the horses?” he asked, glancing at Jonas.

“Yes, father,” Jonas replied, and after a moment added, “What are we taking to Kaunas tomorrow?”

Vladislovas waved his hand towards the barn, where a wagon stood ready with two small boxes for cheese, a barrel for butter, and sacks for grain.

“Whatever you do, always. Only this time we will go through Šlapučiai, which is five kilometers from here on the way to Čekiškė, and then continue through Vilkija—a lovely small town on the high bank of the Nemunas River. A neighbor said the roads are better that way.

Jonas nodded. The journey ahead was not only difficult, but would also give him a rare opportunity to experience the world beyond the village of Paaluonys….

* * *

The early morning air was still sharp and cold, biting gently at the skin and filling the lungs with a crisp clarity. The sun had not yet risen, but the eastern sky was beginning to pale, painted in soft shades of lavender and pearl. A curtain of fog lingered over the dark forests, thick and silver like wool, dissolving slowly at the edges of the fields, where frost still sparkled on the grass like scattered glass. Birds had not yet begun to sing, but the world felt expectant, holding its breath in the hush before dawn.

In the yard, life was already stirring. The faint clatter of tools and the low murmur of voices broke the silence. Jonas’s father moved methodically, checking the wagon’s wooden wheels, brushing frost from the spokes, and tightening the iron bands. Jonas worked nearby, his breath rising in thin, white clouds, as he carefully inspected the sacks of grain to make sure they were secure. He tugged at the ropes and pressed down on the boxes of cheese and the small keg of butter, ensuring they stood firmly in place. The worn leather harness hung ready over the post, and in the stable, the horses snorted softly, sensing the coming journey.

It was a morning full of quiet purpose and simple beauty—the beginning of another market day, shaped by routine, responsibility, and the promise of life unfolding in rhythm with the land.

“Don’t forget to tie the rope well. You don’t want everything to fall apart in the middle of the journey,” Vladislovas said sternly, moving one of the crates and checking that the bags were not moving.

“Yes, father,” replied Jonas, trying to tie the rope at the back of the carriage as tightly as possible.

“And don’t forget the horse. A horse is not a miracle, but when it feels you have control over it, only then will it obey,” Vladislovas added.

Širmis, a dark grey horse, stood patiently tethered to the wall of the stables, occasionally jerking his head lightly from side to side. His calmness hid a strength that Jonas had always admired.

When the carriage was ready, Vladislovas sat on the edge of the carriage, holding the reins in his hands. Jonas, who was sitting next to him, looked over the cargo again.

“Do you go to Kaunas often, Dad?” he asked, as the carriage moved towards the pathway.

“Often, but not as often as I’d like,” Vladislovas replied. “The journey is long, and there are always things to do at home. But this time we have a lot to sell, so it’s worth the effort.”

* * *

The road to Kaunas was long and bumpy. The wheels rattled on the uneven dirt road, and the horse’s hooves rhythmically thudded on the dry ground. The countryside quickly disappeared behind, and forests, fields, and the occasional lonely hut came into view.

“How did that road come about?” Jonas asked when they came to a place where the road through the forest was wider and straighter.

“There used to be only horse tracks,” explained Vladislovas. “But people worked, managed, and developed. The road is life, my son. The wider and stronger it is, the more people can walk or drive on it.”

Jonas was silent, thinking about his father’s words. He had always respected his father for his wisdom, though, in his heart, he sometimes wished for more freedom…

After passing Vilkija, they stopped for a short rest. His father allowed Širmis to drink from a stream beside the road, while Jonas made himself comfortable on the edge of the carriage.

“Father, why do you think so many people choose the city?” Jonas suddenly asked.

“City?” Vladislovas smiled. “The city is bustling and full of possibilities. But it will never be as peaceful as our village. And peace is what man needs most.”

“What if a person wants more than peace of mind?” Jonas looked at his father for a serious answer.

“Then he needs to learn that it costs more. Sometimes it costs your time, sometimes it costs your family, sometimes even your homeland. The city often takes more than it gives, Jonas.”

Jonas just nodded. His heart was stirring with thoughts of the city and the countryside, of the simplicity of life and the dream of achieving something.

* * *

When Jonas and his father, Vladislovas, finally reached Kaunas, the young man was speechless. As soon as they entered the city center, they found themselves in a world completely new and unbelievable to Jonas. People milled along the narrow, cobbled streets—ladies in long skirts and fancy hats, gentlemen in neat suits and polished shoes. Multicolored signs over shops and cafés beckoned passers-by. The streets were full not only of people, but also of carts carrying goods, horses pounding the pavement with their hooves, and even cars, whose sound and smoke seemed to Jonas an incredible sign of modernity.

“Father, it’s like another world,” Jonas said quietly, unable to take his eyes off the bustle of the city.

Vladislovas just smiled.

“Yes, Jonas, this is not a village. The city has its own pace, and we have to adapt to it. But remember, behind the glamour of the city, there is always simple work, just like on our farm.”

Jonas’s eyes were sparkling with curiosity. He watched women in headscarves haggling at the stalls set up on street corners, children hurrying with bundles, and street vendors loudly offering their wares. The smells of the city—freshly baked buns, fried fish, and tobacco—mingled with the freshness of the river Nemunas wind.

* * *

Arriving at the market, Vladislovas quickly found a place to put his goods. It was a small place among other rural farmers, for whom the market was an opportunity to earn a few litas. Jonas helped his father unload the goods—cheese, butter, eggs, and a few sacks of cereals. Everything was carefully and neatly arranged to catch the buyers’ eyes.

“You watch and learn,” said the father. “You have to be clever in the city. Speak little but clearly.”

He never left the counter, greeting each customer with respect and a firm gaze. Jonas was impressed by his father’s command of the situation—his voice was calm but confident.

“How much for butter?” asked an elderly woman, clutching her wallet.

“Five litas per kilo. Fresh, whipped yesterday,” Vladislovas replied, leaning forward slightly.

The woman deliberated and tried to negotiate, but the father calmly kept his price, emphasizing the quality of the goods. Jonas watched his father never lose patience, but never allow himself to be deceived either.

Jonas soon began to see that the market was not only a place for trade, but also for socializing. People came not only to shop, but also to talk and exchange news. Farmers talked about the harvest, women discussed family concerns, and children played among the stalls.

“Father, does everyone here know how to negotiate?” Jonas asked when the buyer refused to pay the asking price for the eggs.

“In the city, everyone tries to get their own way,” Vladislovas replied. “But if you know the value of your goods, you don’t let them squeeze you.”

Jonas, though young, quickly absorbed this lesson. He saw the importance of being patient and wise, even in small things.

* * *

When the trade was over and the cheese boxes, butter churns, and grain sacks lay empty, Vladislovas and Jonas led the horses to the edge of the city, where the great Nemunas flowed wide and steady. They stopped for a while on the riverbank, resting their tired limbs and letting the stillness of the evening wash over them. The sun was setting behind the rooftops, casting a warm glow that turned the sky into a mosaic of soft pink, amber, and gold, its light dancing on the rippling water like scattered coins.

On the far side of the river, the silhouette of the city rose gracefully—a mixture of elegant town-houses with tall windows, old red-brick warehouses, and proud church spires piercing the fading light. Smokestacks puffed thin trails of grey into the air, marking the quiet hum of a growing, industrious town. Closer to the riverbank, cranes creaked lazily, and carts rattled along cobbled streets, their sound softened by distance.

Down below, the water bustled with life. Small steamboats puffed steadily upstream, their whistles echoing through the evening, while flat-bottomed barges drifted with the current, loaded with lumber, barrels, and crates from the day’s trade. Seagulls hovered above the docks, crying out sharply as if bidding farewell to the sun.

Jonas stood quietly, his hands in his pockets, watching it all—the lights beginning to flicker in windows, the faint smell of smoke and fresh bread drifting from across the water, and the steamboats weaving between shadows and golden reflections. It was a world much bigger than the farm, full of movement, promise, and mystery. Something stirred in his chest—a quiet longing, not yet formed into words—as he took in the beauty of the river city, glowing in the last light of day.

“Now you can see how much work it takes to earn a litas,” said Vladislovas, looking at the river. “This work feeds not only us, but our whole country.”

Jonas nodded. For him, this first visit to Kaunas was not only a journey into a larger world, but also a lesson in the importance of respecting both one’s own work and others’ efforts.

Back home, Jonas was not only tired but also full of excitement. The pace of city life, the bustle of the market, and his father’s wisdom had left a deep imprint on his heart. This journey was undoubtedly one of the most important lessons of his life.
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The spring of 1936 came early in the village of Paaluonys, and with the awakening of nature, a great stir began—the construction of the Samogitian Highway was taking place in the vicinity of Lesčiai. This was one of the most important infrastructure projects in Lithuania, started in 1934, and after only four years of construction, with close to 200 kilometers, it would connect Kaunas with Klaipėda and bring a new era of travel to villages, towns, and cities. But the road didn’t just appear on its own—it took a lot of manual labor, sweat, and patience. Local farmers were obliged to contribute by providing horses and drivers, as the highway went right through or near their land. At the same time, it was a good opportunity for young people to earn extra money, as driving horses was not hard work.

Father Vladislovas deliberated for a long time about which horse to use for this task. Finally, he approached Jonas and said firmly:

“Take Širmis. He is strong, obedient, and never shies away from hard work. And for you, son, it is time to show that you are a man.”

The next morning, before the sun had risen, Jonas set off for the highway construction site with other farmers’ children or hired boys. Širmis walked firmly on the soft, untrodden ground, and Jonas felt a slight thrill of excitement—it was his first big, important manly job.

When he reached the construction site, he stopped at a large quarry where workers were digging with shovels and pouring the soil into horse-pulled wagons. Some men were peeling sod, digging sand and gravel, while others were smoothing and rolling the already poured base. It was a huge mass of men and horses—hundreds of workers toiling away.

Jonas was approached by a man wearing a pair of underwear and a jacket, and a leather cap with a strap over the brim—presumably a construction manager.

“Where are you from, kid?” he grumbled.

“From Paaluonys, sir,” replied Jonas.

“OK, get your horse into that cart. You’ll go with the others,” he waved his hand towards the wagon, which was already full of earth. “You’re taking the soil to the cuts where we’re laying the road base.”

The construction of the highway took place in several stages. First, the vegetation layer was cleared along the highway route, and where the road was in an excavation, the soil was cleared and transported to be dumped at the closest roadbed. When the soil from the adjacent excavations was insufficient for the embankment, it was excavated and transported from nearby quarries with suitable soil. Once the excavations and roadbeds were formed and well compacted, a layer of sand-gravel was poured and compacted, and a layer of crushed rock was placed on top.

Jonas and the other farmers transported the soil, which was poured out by turning the “kalamaška25” on its side. The workers then spread the soil in layers and rolled it with horse-drawn rollers to make the road firm and waterproof. The works manager, walking around with a rod and a measuring device, carefully ensured that each layer of the road base was of the right thickness, properly leveled, and rolled.

Wiping his forehead with sweat, Jonas watched as the workers used heavy hammers to crush the stones into rubble, which was then loaded into wagons and transported to the top layer of the highway. Every time he emptied a wagon-load of soil, Jonas would quickly head back to the quarry–the pace of work was fast, because nobody wanted to be left behind.

The sun rose high, and the air became stifling, with dust clinging to the skin and sweat soaking through the shirt. Širmis was starting to puff up, its sides damp with sweat, so Jonas stopped more and more often to give it a drink from the stream.

By the afternoon, Jonas was already feeling tired, but also proud—his handiwork would remain here on the road forever. The same construction manager came up to him and clapped him on the shoulder and said:

“Good work, kid. But beware, you’ll burn out—the road doesn’t take just one day to build.”

“Understood, sir,” Jonas smiled, although he felt a tiredness mixed with satisfaction inside. He looked around—every man here was working hard, knowing they were building the most important road in Lithuania.

As the highway began to take shape, Jonas realized that he was not just a helper but part of history.

* * *

After returning from work, Jonas sat around a campfire with some other young men who were also working on the highway. Antanas, a peer from a neighboring village, was chatty and always brought a lightness of touch to the hard daily routine.

“Jonas, have you ever thought that this highway might even go as far as Klaipėda?” he asked, rubbing his hands on the clay.

“I heard it was going,” replied Jonas. “But have you ever thought how much sweat we’ll put in here before that road is finished?”

“Sweat is nothing. But when we get our salary, I’ll go to the city and buy new shoes,” Antanas laughed.

Jonas smiled. The pay was good, but not always on time. His father had told him to take some of the money home, but Jonas was already dreaming of buying a little something for himself—maybe a good pen, which he had been thinking about for a long time.

“Jonas, you are different from the others,” said Antanas. “You have both a highway and books in your head. One day you might even become an engineer.”

Jonas just shrugged, but in his heart, he felt noticed.
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Jonas stood in the doorway of the hut and watched his older sister Antanina, dressed in neat linen clothes, preparing for her journey to Kaunas market, taking the steamboat on the Nevėžis River from the small town of Babtai. She tied a scarf on her head and tied two baskets full of eggs and cheese. The weight of the bags seemed more than her own shoulders could bear.

“Jonas, are you ready?” she smiled, turning to her brother. “Father has agreed that you come with me. You’ve been to Kaunas before, so it will be easier. It would be difficult for me alone.”

“Of course I’m ready,” Jonas replied, but inside he felt timid. He had never been on a steamboat before.

They left before dawn, when the village was shrouded in a gentle mist, and only the occasional crowing of the village roosters broke the first minutes of morning silence. Babtai was twenty kilometers away, and the road was familiar only to Antanina. Jonas followed obediently behind, carrying the bags.

“Sis, is the journey really as long as everyone says?” Jonas asked.

“It’s long, but beautiful,” she replied, adding, “You’ll see the city from the river, Jonas. This is not our Paaluonys. There, people are in a hurry, not chatting like here.”

When they reached Babtai, a good three and a half hours later, the steamer was already at the pier. Jonas looked at the huge, smoking ship, with people walking on deck carrying bags, baskets, and bundles. Antanina, clinging to her arm, led him through the crowd.

“Hold the bags tightly,” she said as they both boarded the boat.

The steamer moved slowly along the Nevėžis River. The water gently beat against the sides, and Jonas looked at the banks, where the trees seemed to be bending down to the river. Antanina sat nearby, watching as men and women with baskets full of goodies chatted amiably with their neighbors.

Jonas sat and watched intently as the landscape around him changed. The Nevėžis, meandering through green fields and groves, seemed like the living soul of the river. The water flowed calmly, and the gentle waves of the steamer caressed the banks. Beyond Babtai, the river was a little wider, its banks covered with lush grass, scrub, and the carrots that grow right next to the water. Tall trees—lime, oak, and birch—formed a natural avenue that seemed to lead straight into the embrace of nature. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves, and birds such as thrushes and nightingales sang an unforgettable melody.

“Antanina, doesn’t it look like a fairy tale?” Jonas turned to his sister, admiration shining in his eyes.

“It’s true, Jonas,” Antanina smiled. “It’s so beautiful and peaceful here. The whole day could go on like this.”

Along the shores, Jonas noticed isolated farmhouses—small huts with blackened roofs and thin smoke rising from their chimneys. Children stood barefoot by the riverside and waved curiously at the steamboat as if it were something special. Some of them accompanied them with shouts, and Jonas even caught himself waving a hand back.

As the river got closer to Raudondvaris, it became more flowing, its banks higher and more densely covered with trees. Here, the Nevėžis looked like a manifesto of living nature—the banks were adorned with abundant shrubs, among which ducks waddled, and stones in the riverbed added drama to the river’s waters. Near Raudondvaris, just before the Nevėžis joined the majestic Nemunas river, the landscape became even more spectacular. Jonas and Antanina spotted the church and Raudondvaris Castle high on the shore, a proud red-brick structure whose towers cast morning shadows on the town.

“Jonas, look, a castle!” said Antanina, pointing with her hand. “It looks like real rulers lived here.”

“Sure, Antanina,” replied Jonas in agreement. “It seems as if this land is full of history and mystery.”

As the boat entered the Nemunas, Jonas watched the river over the side for a long time, his eyes reflecting the river’s widening and the outline of the city in the distance.

“Kaunas!” he exclaimed when he saw the first large buildings, their rooftops glistening in the morning sun.

“Yes, it’s Kaunas,” said Antanina with a smile. “Today, we’ll have to sell everything we’ve brought here. You will help me, right?”

“Of course, sis,” Jonas replied firmly. “I already know, I will be your helper.”

Antanina turned to her brother and stroked his hair.

“You are not only my helper, but also the backbone of our family, Jonas. Our father knows that.”

Jonas was silent, but he felt a strange pride in his heart. He realized that this trip was more than just a way to Kaunas—it was an opportunity to show that he had grown up and was ready to help his family.

When the boat pulled into Kaunas pier, Antanina and Jonas quickly joined the crowd. Trade was intense, people shouting their prices, haggling, sharing news. Jonas held the bags and watched Antanina deftly negotiate with the buyers.

“You’re a fast learner, brother,” she said after selling the last of the cheeses. “Next time, you can bargain for yourself.”

On the steamer back to Babtai, they were tired but happy. Jonas felt that this trip was just the beginning—the beginning of a journey in which he would have to take responsibility not only for himself, but also for others.
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  LIVING WITH THE LAND: SWEAT, BREAD, AND HOPE

  
  




For Jonas, already in his early twenties and accustomed to hard work from his early teens, farm work was not only a daily routine but also a responsibility that he took on as the eldest son in the family. The farm was his greatest asset and his livelihood, and every day was filled with difficult but necessary tasks. From early spring to late autumn, the work in the fields, the barn, or the shed never stopped. Each season brought new work, and Jonas, strong and hard-working, approached it with responsibility and seriousness.

In spring, when the land thawed after winter, the first job was plowing. Jonas would get up at dawn, because daylight was precious. He would harness two horses—Black and Širmis—into the plow. The plow was heavy, metal, but Jonas was already used to operating it.

“Okay, Black, Širmis, let’s go!” he would shout, lightly jerking the reins.

The horses slowly pulled the plow, and Jonas, holding the handles, led it straight through the soil. The first strip of furrow was the most important—it determined whether the whole field would be plowed neatly. As the plow dug deep into the ground, Jonas felt his arms tense and the soil sink like soft butter.

“Keep it straight, Jonas,” Father Vladislovas once advised him as he watched Jonas plowing a field. “The first furrow must be like a string—if it is crooked, everything will be crooked.”

Jonas paid close attention. His feet were deep in the loose soil, but he knew that diligence in spring would lead to a good harvest in autumn.

* * *

Summer was in full swing—the air smelled of warming clover, meadow flowers, and fresh grass. The sun, high in the sky, shone golden rays on the fields, which meant one thing to Jonas—it was time for the hay harvest. He took his scythe out of the barn and sat down on the wooden bench by the hut, and began to hammer the blades carefully. The beating echoed, bounced against the willows of Aluona, and came back with a rhythmic clatter, tinged with the sounds of summer nature. When he had finished, he checked the scythe with the sharpener. With each stroke of the sharpener, the echo of the metal reverberated through the courtyard. Vladislovas, watching him, came closer and said:

“When you cut hay, don’t force it. Guide the scythe as if through butter,” he explained, demonstrating the motion with a wave of his hand.

Jonas nodded, tried it, and lo and behold—the scythe glided easily through the grass, leaving behind a clean, even line. The rhythmic sound of cutting filled the meadow. The blade whistled through the grass, tiny dewdrops rising into the air, and with each swing, more and more grass fell into a long, graceful swath.

Jonas was joined by his younger brother Vladas. Vladas didn’t yet know how to swing the scythe properly, but he mowed like an experienced haymaker. Jonas kept glancing at his brother’s blade, encouraging him:

“Well done, brother! At this rate, I’ll soon have to step aside.”

A few days later, when the grass had dried out, it was time to rake the hay. Jonas picked up Širmis, their patient horse, who seemed to understand the seriousness of the hay harvest. Širmis slowly pulled the “rake,” and with each round, the dry hay rolled into neat rows.

“Come on, little boy, don’t be lazy!” Jonas shouted to the horse, lightly tugging on the reins.

The horse’s ears pricked up, and he walked forward obediently, dragging a rake full of hay.

* * *

When it was time to take the hay to the barn, the siblings gathered to help. Jonas and Vladas stood on the ground, throwing the hay up with forks, while Elytė was on the wagon, dividing it and trampling it to make it fit more. Marytė was raking what was left of the pile as the wagon moved on to the next one.

“Give more, give more!” shouted Elytė, trampling the hay she had just thrown. “If it’s too loose, we’ll scatter it halfway.”

With a smile, Jonas tossed a few more forks of hay and wiped the sweat from his brow. The sun was baking, but the work was fun, especially with brothers and sisters around.

When the wagon was almost full, it was time to attach the hay bar—a long wooden pole that had to be tightened to prevent the hay from spilling out when driving.

“Jonas, give me the pole!” came Elytė’s voice from the top of the carriage.

Jonas, standing on the ground, gave the end of the pole to Elytė, who took it and stretched it out along the cart.

“Sis, lower the front of the pole a little more. I need to wrap the front rope so I can tie it well,” Jonas asked.

When the front was ready, Jonas said:

“Now press down!”

And Jonas, casting the back rope upon the pole, as a cowboy casts his horns upon a bull, caught the end of the cast rope, and pressed it hard with his foot. To make tightening easier, a wooden hook was an obligatory accessory attached to the end of the rope, which served to hold the rope during tightening.

“Holding firm?” he asked, tugging the rope a little again.

“Keep it right!” Vladas cheerfully confirmed.

When everything was ready, the best part came–the trip to the barn. Sister Marytė climbed onto the hay with Elytė. Vladas, who had also scrambled onto the wagon, lay back and gazed up at the sky, while Jonas, holding the reins, urged the horse forward.

“Come on, Širmis, the work isn’t over yet!”

The journey to the barn turned into a small celebration. The hay wagon swayed in rhythm as the sisters hummed their favorite songs, the wind swept through their hair, and from the top of the load the sky opened wide—a drift of white clouds floating above a sunlit panorama of meadows.

In the barn, the last step was unloading the hay. Jonas threw the hay into the end of the barn with a pitchfork, while Vladas and Elytė tried to spread it evenly. Marytė and the younger ones, Zenas and Vytas, were already waiting there, throwing the hay around and jumping around to get as much as they could fit.

“More, more!” shouted Vytas, jumping on the soft hay.

Zenas, concentrating, performed a trick—a hammer throw from the saddle straight into the haystack.

“I know how to do that too!” exclaimed Vytas, ready to follow his older brother’s example.

All the hustle and bustle reminded us not only of the hard work, but also of the beauty of rural life—the hay harvest was not just hard work, it was also a summer joy.

* * *

When August came around, the family would prepare for the harvest. On the farm, they had a horse-drawn combine harvester, which Jonas had learned to use in his teens. It was a machine with rotating wings—the grain grabs—and blades that moved back and forth along the cut, which had to be sharpened regularly to ensure a smooth cut through the ripe grain. Jonas would lead two horses to the cutter and sit on its seat. He would call to the horses, and the machine would start its work, making a whirring sound as the wings grabbed the stalks of grain, as if they were holding them, so that the saw blade would cut evenly and push them neatly sideways in neat tufts. The stalks were carefully gathered and tied into neat bundles by the women behind them.

“Don’t forget to watch the blades, Jonas,” said his stepmother, Kazimiera, bringing him water outside. “If we knock them against the stone, the work will stop.”

Jonas often wiped his sweat when the sun was hot in the fields, but he loved the work. The neatly arranged feet standing in the sunlit fields were like a reward for all his toil.

* * *

The August sun was still high above the barn, so work was still in full swing. The yard was buzzing with people’s voices and the neighing of horses. The days of threshing grain by hand with flails are long forgotten. The neighboring farmer Juozas, had a diesel-powered threshing machine, which the whole village borrowed when the harvest came. To make things quick and avoid having to borrow the threshing machine for a long time, the neighbors would invite each other to help. Feet piled on wagons were waiting for their turn to reach the threshing machine, and men stood around ready to start the hard but cheerful work.

“Men, get ready!” shouted Vladislovas, waving his hand at a small engine mounted on a stand.

Several men, including Jonas, grabbed hold of the thick leather belt connecting the engine and thresher shafts. They pulled with all their might on the belt, trying to start the engine. Jonas felt sweat dripping down his forehead, his hands slipping, but he did not let go.

“Just a little more!” encouraged neighbor Juozas, who was grabbing onto a belt nearby.

Suddenly, the engine shuddered, a plume of dark smoke erupted from the muffler, and it began to breathe in a loud, smooth rhythm.

“Working!” shouted one of the older men, slapping the engine on its iron hull. “The threshing machine is waiting!”

Jonas immediately jumped to the wagon, grabbed the first cereal-bound feet together with the other men, and started putting them on the conveyor. The feet rolled slowly towards the toothed cylinders of the threshing machine, which gripped them and poured the grain into sacks.

“Faster, lads, before you get stuck!” urged a neighbor, watching to see if the feet were threshing evenly.

At the same time, chaff–small gold dust motes–came from the other side and were thrown by the wind directly into the men’s faces. Jonas tried to shake them out of his eyes, but realized that this was not a time to complain. He raked the chaff away with a pitchfork to keep the threshing floor from clogging.

“Don’t be lazy, lads! If the feet are badly threshed, the bread will be bad!”

The men worked side by side — Jonas felt like a single cog in a large, coordinated machine. He realized that this job was more than just a daily routine—it was the family’s bread and butter, and would have to be lived on all winter.

“Jonas, get in your bags!” shouted Vladislovas, pointing to the heavy sacks full of grain that needed to be carried to the granary..

Jonas quickly jumped to work — the grain was crumbling, and the threshing was gaining momentum. Meanwhile, the women of the family were already preparing the table—steaming soup, bread, cheese, and home-brewed beer were waiting for them, as this kind of work was followed by a feast, as usual.

* * *

As autumn was falling, the potato harvesting came to the yard. Jonas and his brothers, together with their stepmother and sisters, lined up in the potato field. In the past, Vladislovas was the leader of the potato festival. Now that his health was failing, he was successfully replaced by Jonas, Vladas, and the rapidly maturing Zenas. Vytas, still a toddler, also tried to be helpful. Jonas plowed two furrows of potatoes with a plow, which turned up the soil, leaving the potatoes on the surface. The children and women, two by two, gathered them into baskets, throwing the large ones into one basket and the small ones, the fodder ones, into the other.

“Look, don’t miss the little ones!” reminded stepmother Kazimiera when she saw children skipping the smaller potatoes.

When the baskets were full, they were emptied into sacks lined up in the furrows.

“Jonas, the bags are running low!” shouted Marytė.

“Time to take the potatoes to the cellar,” adds Kazimiera.

Jonas unhitches the horses’ harnesses from the plow and leads them to the cart.

“It’s time to take the sacks to be emptied, and we need to hurry, because soon the diggers won’t have anywhere to put the potatoes.”

“Zenas, help! It’s your job to rein in the horses. Vladas, help load the sacks,” Jonas calls the brothers.

The two men tie the sack with a sling and then throw it into the wagon, which is already prepared, with one of the sidebars removed so that the sacks do not have to be lifted up high. The work is quick: Zenas drives the horses, Jonas and Vladas throw the sacks into the wagon in a cheerful mood.

“Girls, be careful not to pick up the bag instead! You will live with potatoes in the cellar!” Vladas jokes.

“It might be nice to go for a ride, but living in a cellar with rats is not!” sighs Marytė.

After emptying the sacks of potatoes in the cellar, the men quickly return to the field, throwing the empty sacks to the diggers.

“Well, go ahead, don’t be lazy, look, all the bags are empty, how is it here?” Jonas chuckles, too.

Potato harvesting was hard work, but working together made it a community. In the evenings, when they returned home, they would have dinner together and talk about the day’s work.
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  THE ROMANCE OF A NIGHT ON THE HAY

  
  




The August day is over, the sky is slowly darkening, but there is life in the barn. The freshly stacked hay smells sweet, the air is still warm, and the older brothers, Jonas and Vladas, are ready to spend the night on the hay again. It has become a tradition that once the hay harvest begins and the hay is stacked in the barn, the men don’t feel like sleeping in the hut. It’s just too good here on the hay–it’s soft and cozy, and no one will scold them if they want to stay up until midnight, speaking about anything that was kept quiet during the day.

Jonas sits comfortably on the stacked hay, tucks his hands under his head, and stares at the darkening roof of the barn. Vladas, who has taken a seat next to him, clears his throat.

“So how was the outing?” Jonas finally asks, smiling. “I heard you were hanging out with Ursula longer. What was there?”

Vladas laughs and turns to the side.

“Nothing special. I just danced with her a couple of times…” he chuckles and adds, “Okay, three times. But what’s the big deal?”

Jonas raises an eyebrow and leans on his elbow.

“Three times? Vladas, if you dance with the same girl three times, it’s almost like a promise to sit together on the wedding bench!” he chuckles.

“Go away, I didn’t promise anything. But she’s beautiful, of course… and she talks… But I don’t know yet… And you? What does Ona think of you?”

Now Jonas sighs deeply.

“Ah, Ona… Beautiful… I’m not saying anything. But she told me she wants a man with more land. Apparently, she’s looking for a wealthy man.” He chuckles, then laughs. “So I said to her, ‘I have land, but I haven’t plowed it yet.’ And she just laughed… I don’t know if she was laughing at me or with me…”

Vladas laughs too, but then immediately becomes silent.

“Do you really like her?” he asks more quietly.

“I don’t know, Vladas,” Jonas mutters. “Sometimes I think all that talk about love is more of a woman’s thing. It’s important for us that our wives are good farmers, hard-working, and love… comes with time. Our father and mother didn’t lose their heads for each other at the beginning, but they still lived together for so many years. Of course, with our stepmother, it’s a different matter.”

“Maybe it’s true, but it’s still more fun when you like a woman,” Vladas says, then adds, “and if you don’t, the smell of hay isn’t so sweet.”

Jonas laughs, turns on his side, and grabs a handful of hay.

“You’re talking nonsense! The smell of hay is always sweet! And it’s the best bed here!”

“Yes, that’s romantic!” Vladas laughs, throwing a bunch of hay at his brother.

Laughter rings out again in the barn. After a few minutes, they fall silent again, listening to the sounds of the night–the trickling of the Aluona stream in the distance, grasshoppers chirping in the meadows, and sometimes even a dog barking somewhere in the distance. Stars shine in the sky above the barn. This place, this time–everything seems simple, but at the same time, it’s extraordinarily good.

“It’s a pity it’s not always summer,” Vladas finally speaks up.

“But it is what it is. In the autumn, we will remember how we are lying down now, talking, how the sky above us is open, not the ceiling of the hut,” Jonas adds, keeping his voice down.

And so, when it comes to life, girls, and future plans, the brothers don’t sleep for long. Here, on the hay, they feel free–free from the worries of the day, free to dream, to plan, to laugh. This is their night world–one in which the brothers were not only brothers, but also closest friends.
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As the trees cast long shadows across the dusty village paths, the young people began to gather. From every corner—over meadows and along winding lanes—they came on foot or pedaling bicycles, their wheels humming, bells chiming now and then like cheerful heralds of the evening. They were drawn together by the promise of music, laughter, and a breath of freedom. The meeting place was always the same: behind the church fence, near the manor’s old barns, where the grass lay worn and flattened by countless nights of dancing feet.

Here, under the open sky and the first glimmering stars, the village youth shrugged off the weariness of the week. Boys leaned against the barn walls, girls straightened their ribbons and skirts, and the air filled with anticipation. A fiddler would strike up a tune, a drum would join in, and soon the laughter and rhythm echoed far into the summer night. It was more than just an outing–it was a celebration of life, of youth, and of a village spirit that refused to fade.

Although Jonas was not the most daring dancer–his feet often felt too heavy for polkas and his hands too uncertain for leading a partner–he still found himself drawn to the Saturday outings. He would arrive quietly, blending into the gathering twilight, leaning against a fence post or sitting on a crate near the barn. There, he could watch the whirl of village life unfold before him: girls in bright skirts twirling with laughter, boys competing in bold footwork, and the air alive with the rhythms of old folk songs.

What enchanted him most, though, was the music.

It was Antanas, the neighbor with the ever-smiling eyes, who always brought his harmonica—a gleaming, well-cared-for instrument that seemed to breathe life with every note. When Antanas lifted it in his arms, a hush would often settle over the crowd, as the first clear, silver tones danced into the evening air. The harmonica sang with a sweetness that cut through even the loudest conversations, weaving through the oak trees and across the fields like a forgotten memory.

Jonas listened with quiet reverence. To him, the music wasn’t just sound–it was feeling. It stirred something inside him he couldn’t quite name. It was joy, and longing, and the ache of something beautiful slipping through fingers. While others danced, Jonas let the music carry him — his heart moving in step with melodies he seemed to hear only he truly heard.

When Antanas started to play, everyone stopped to listen. He could inspire both joy and sadness with the sound of his harmonica. Jonas, standing among the others, would often start singing first, bringing up well-known melodies. His voice, strong and deep, blended easily with the others.

One evening, when Antanas started to play a slow and sensual melody, Jonas started a song that was familiar to everyone:

“Don’t cry, mother, for a young son,

Go to defend your dear homeland,

To become like an oak tree in the forests,

He will wait for the last day of judgment…”

His voice, full of emotion, flooded the courtyard. He was soon joined by others—girls, boys, even some older people. Everyone sang together, and the song’s lyrics seemed to remind us of the times when we had to fight for Lithuania’s freedom, when everyone felt responsible for their land and homeland.

Antanas continued playing, watching Jonas with a smile. They understood each other without words — music and songs connected them.

Jonas often thought about how he wished he had his own harmonica. He often stood outside the town market, watching the vendors arrange the shiny instruments. But a harmonica was an expensive item, and Jonas knew that his family could not afford it. Nevertheless, although he could not play it himself, he was happy to sing with Antanas’s music.

Once, after a song, Antanas said:

“Jonas, if only you had a harmonica, I think you’d be a better musician than I. You have music in your heart.”

Jonas just smiled and nodded.

“Maybe someday…” he said quietly, even though he knew it was only a dream.

* * *

Dancing was the heartbeat of Saturday evenings in Lesčiai. As twilight settled over the village and lanterns began to flicker near the barns, the real magic began when Antanas struck the first joyful note on his harmonica. Whether it was a cheerful polka or a dreamy waltz, the sound had a pull no one could resist. Laughter burst from the crowd as pairs eagerly formed on the makeshift dance floor–some boldly, others with shy glances and hesitant steps.

Boys offered outstretched hands, and girls, cheeks flushed with excitement, accepted them with quiet smiles. Arms found their places naturally: a hand on the waist, a palm resting on a shoulder, fingers intertwining as the music gathered speed. Skirts swirled, boots thudded rhythmically against the earth, and soon the whole group was spinning—dozens of feet moving as if pulled by one invisible thread of melody.

The dances were more than just steps. In each twirl, each glance, each laugh shared mid-spin, something unspoken was exchanged—flashes of affection, curiosity, even love blooming in the soft glow of summer dusk. It was a time when words weren’t needed; a smile, held for just a second too long, said enough.

After a few lively tunes, Antanas would take a deep breath, stop his harmonica, and in his usual teasing tone, call out:

“Now the girls are calling!”

The phrase always sent a ripple through the crowd.

Girls who had gathered in quiet clusters by the barn walls or along wooden benches suddenly straightened up. Conversations trailed off mid-sentence. There was a flutter of skirts, a sparkle of anticipation in the air. Some giggled behind their hands; others exchanged knowing looks. They all played coy, pretending not to care, yet their eyes scanned the boys across the yard with unmistakable intent.

Then it would happen—one by one, they began to move. Sometimes with deliberate grace, sometimes with boldness that surprised even themselves, the girls crossed the open space toward the boys. The boys, though feigning casual confidence, would stiffen slightly, hearts beating faster. A nod. A shy touch. A murmured “Shall we?”—and the pairs formed again, under the sky slowly deepening into night.

And just like that, the music resumed, sweeping them all back into the joyous whirl.

“Jonas, come on!” Once, a brave girl called Ona grabbed him by the arm and dragged him into a dance circle.

Jonas did not hesitate to object, though he felt a slight unease. Some girls chose joking, fun guys who knew how to create a light and carefree atmosphere at the dances, while others went for those who seemed quieter and more serious—like Jonas.

After the final notes of the dance faded into the warm night air, it was customary for the young man to escort the girl back to where she had been picked up—be it a bench under the linden tree or the circle of chatting friends by the barn. But this simple tradition held more meaning than it seemed.

Those few steps together, away from the music and the eyes of others, created a rare, quiet moment. It was a chance to exchange a few honest words, to share a smile unburdened by performance. Sometimes, it was small talk about the dance or the music. Other times, it was a subtle compliment or a question that lingered a little longer than usual. The girl might glance up through her lashes, the boy might reach for one last word to make her laugh before she left his side.

These parting moments often said more than the entire evening. And as the boy watched her step back into the group, he was already wondering—would she dance with him again next Saturday?

* * *

At village outings, the young people took special care with their appearance. Even if their clothes were not new, they made every effort to look neat and presentable. The girls often wore simple, yet charming dresses—soft, light colors were especially popular in the summer months. A delicate scarf draped over the shoulders was a common touch, adding both modesty and grace. Hair was usually pinned up into neat buns or left to fall in gentle waves, sometimes adorned with a single flower tucked behind the ear. Youthful elegance and modesty were the ideals—girls wanted to look lovely, but never bold or showy.

The boys, for their part, dressed in plain but tidy clothes, often in darker tones. Linen and wool were the most common materials, depending on the season. A clean white shirt was a must, symbolizing effort and respectability. On cooler evenings, they pulled on jackets, and many wore hats, which they courteously removed before dancing—a small but meaningful gesture of respect toward the girls.

The rhythm of the dances varied from fast polkas, which squeezed out the last drop of sweat, to slow waltzes, where couples twirled more quietly, hardly talking, only occasionally looking at each other. Each dance was like a short but important dialogue—an expression of feelings and emotions through movement.

Once, while dancing with Ona, Jonas gathered the courage to ask:

“Why did you invite me? I’m not exactly the best dancer.”

She smiled gently and leaned in just a little closer.

“But you have the most beautiful voice, Jonas. I like to dance with someone who can sing.”

Jonas blushed. He didn’t know what to say, but her words lingered in his heart like a warm note, long after the music faded.

Still, beneath the laughter and songs, a quiet sadness often settled in Jonas’ chest. It was the kind of feeling that came on silent evenings—when time seemed to move forward, but the heart felt left behind. There was a restlessness in him, a longing he couldn’t quite name. His father had begun hinting more and more often that it was time to visit a landowner’s daughter, while his brothers teased him, joking that he needed to pull a tooth just to get the words of love out.

That summer, Jonas found his eyes drifting more and more often toward one particular girl—a golden-haired young woman with a kind smile who sometimes sang together with him during the gatherings. There was a lightness about her that warmed him from the inside, and he occasionally wondered if she might feel the same.

But time and again, he saw her spinning across the yard with another boy—Stasys. Everyone in the village already spoke of them as a pair, as good as engaged. Jonas never asked questions. He simply watched.

“Well, Martyn,” he would sigh to himself half-jokingly, “seems the sky’s not blue for you today either.”

And with that, he’d rejoin his friends, cracking jokes and stirring up light-hearted mischief on the walk home—laughing a little louder than he felt, the music of the night still echoing behind them.

Nevertheless, Jonas continued to attend outings from time to time. It was his way of getting away from the hard work on the farm and the everyday worries. Music, songs, and his friends’ laughter gave him brief moments of happiness.

“You have a voice, Jonas,” Antanas once said when Jonas finished a song, “You may not have a harmonica, but your songs still ring in my heart.”

Jonas just nodded. He knew that even without a harmonica, he would always have a voice that would allow him to be a part of the magic that Sunday evenings in Lesčiai used to create.
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The first time Jonas noticed Elena was one warm Saturday evening at the Lesčiai outing. She had a way of moving that caught the eye even before you saw her face—light, graceful steps, as if her feet barely touched the ground. Her hair was the color of ripened wheat, braided neatly and tied with a blue ribbon. When she smiled, it was like the late summer sun breaking through the clouds. Jonas, who was not in the habit of staring at girls, found himself watching her from across the yard as Antanas began to play the harmonica.

That evening, they danced once. It wasn’t anything special at first—just a simple polka—but the way she looked at him when he twirled her made his heart skip. He didn’t talk much, but she didn’t seem to mind. They exchanged only a few words before the music ended and she was gone, swallowed up by her group of friends.

The following week, Jonas found himself anticipating Saturday in a way he never had before. Usually, outings were just an excuse to listen to music, maybe have a laugh with the boys, and go home. But now he caught himself wondering what Elena might wear, whether she would look for him, and if they might dance again.

When evening came, she was there, wearing a light dress with small white flowers printed on it. They danced twice that night. Between tunes, they stood near the barn, talking about the harvest and the warm weather. Her voice was soft, but there was something lively in her eyes that made Jonas want to keep her talking forever.

* * *

As the weeks passed, their moments together grew longer. Sometimes, after a dance, he would walk her back to the bench where her friends sat. Other times, he dared to accompany her as far as the road that led out of the square. The lanterns would cast long shadows, and the air would be filled with the hum of late-summer crickets. They would walk slowly, speaking quietly, and when the time came to part, there was always that moment when neither of them seemed willing to say goodbye.

One Saturday, after the music had ended, they found themselves standing by the river. The moonlight danced across the water, and the air was cool and still. Jonas felt the weight of unspoken words pressing on his chest.

“What do you think, Elena?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “Do you like dancing with me?”

She lowered her eyes, but her smile remained.

“You’re a good dancer, Jonas. And a good person,” she replied softly.

For Jonas, these words were more than a compliment; they felt like a promise, a quiet confirmation that his feelings were not just one-sided fancy. That night, as he walked home under the stars, the road seemed shorter and the world lighter.

In the following weeks, the pattern continued. Jonas waited for Saturday as if the whole week were just a long road leading to those few precious hours. He began to notice little things about her: the way she sometimes hummed with the harmonica, the way her laughter rang out like a bell when one of the boys told a joke, the way she brushed a loose strand of hair from her cheek while listening.

* * *

In the weeks that followed, Jonas began to look forward to the outings in a way he never had before. He would catch himself humming while he worked, his mind drifting to the thought of seeing Elena again. Sometimes they danced, sometimes they simply stood aside, talking about the weather, the harvest, or the songs being played.

Every now and then, though, he noticed a flicker in her eyes—a pause in her laughter, as if some other thought pressed at the edges of her mind. Once, as they walked toward the river after the music ended, she mentioned it lightly:

“My mother says I shouldn’t stay out too late,” she said with a playful tone, but Jonas sensed there was more behind it. “She’s always reminding me that a girl mustn’t forget her ‘responsibilities.’”

Jonas didn’t ask what those were. At the time, he didn’t want to know.

Another evening, he found her standing by the barn with two of her cousins. Their voices were hushed, and when they saw him, she greeted him warmly, but he caught a shadow in her smile.

“You look thoughtful tonight,” he remarked.

“Oh, it’s nothing. Just… family matters. They like to plan things far ahead,” she replied, turning her gaze back toward the yard. He laughed without understanding, and she smiled in return, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

He imagined what it might be like to dance with her at the autumn fair, or to walk with her along the frozen river when winter came. Though he had never dared to put such thoughts into words, he had begun, in his heart, to weave a quiet dream.

But dreams are fragile things….

* * *

One evening in late summer, when the wheat had already been cut and stacked into sheaves, Jonas was getting ready for another outing. He was humming to himself as he adjusted his collar, thinking of Elena, hoping to dance with her again. At the square, before he even had a chance to find her, his friend Kazys approached with an oddly serious expression.

“Jonas, have you heard the news?” Kazys asked, lowering his voice.

“What news?” Jonas frowned.

Kazys sighed, glancing around before speaking.

“Elena… her parents have already planned her wedding. She’s to marry Stasys from the next village. It’s almost settled.”

Jonas felt as if something heavy had struck him in the chest.

“What are you talking about?”

“Everyone’s saying it. You don’t have to believe me, but… don’t expect her to tell you herself,” Kazys said, giving a half-hearted shrug.

Jonas stood still, as though the music and laughter around him were suddenly muffled. All the evenings, the shared smiles, the moments by the lake—were they only in his imagination?

That night, Jonas couldn’t get Kazys’ words out of his head. The music from the barn faded in and out on the warm evening air, but it no longer sounded joyful. Instead of going home, he stood for a while in the shadows beyond the fence, watching Elena as she danced. She looked radiant in the lamplight, her hair catching golden highlights with every turn. Yet, there was something in the way she glanced toward the benches, as if aware of being observed.

Jonas felt a tightening in his chest. He could not leave without knowing the truth. Summoning his courage, he waited until the dance ended and she stepped outside for a breath of air.

“Elena, may I speak with you?” he asked quietly, his voice steadier than he felt.

She nodded, and they walked a short way toward the church fence, away from the laughter and the music. The moonlight shimmered on the road between them.

“I… I’ve heard something,” Jonas began, struggling to keep his voice calm. “People are saying you’re to marry Stasys. Is it true?”

Elena stopped, her hands clasped before her. For a long moment, she didn’t answer, and he feared she would turn away. But finally, she looked up at him, her eyes glistening.

“Jonas… I didn’t want you to hear it like that.” She swallowed hard. “My parents decided just a few days ago. Stasys’ family has land, and… they think it will secure my future. I argued with them, but… in our family, such matters are not mine to decide.”

“And what about…” his voice faltered, “what about us? Did I imagine everything?”

Her lips trembled in a faint smile. “No, you didn’t imagine it. I like you, Jonas. More than I should have, perhaps. But liking… doesn’t always change what must be.”

Jonas felt both relief and pain at her words. Relief, because his feelings had been real to her too; pain, because that truth made the loss sharper.

“If things were different…” he began, but she shook her head.

“If things were different, we wouldn’t be talking here like this,” she said softly. “But they aren’t. And soon, I will have to go where my parents send me.”

They stood in silence, the lake reflecting the pale moon, the faint strains of the harmonica drifting toward them. Finally, she reached out and touched his hand briefly—a small, warm pressure that seemed to hold a hundred unspoken words.

“I will remember you, Jonas,” she whispered. “Always.”

He wanted to say more, but the moment had already begun to dissolve. From the yard came a call for the next dance, and she stepped back, giving him one last look before walking toward the light and laughter.

* * *

Jonas remained by the fence until the music ended. When he finally returned home, the stars seemed colder, and the night longer than ever before. Yet, somewhere deep inside, a small ember of pride burned—he had found the courage to speak, to ask, to know. And that truth, though painful, would stay with him longer than the memory of the dances.

The music swelled again, but Jonas didn’t join the dancers. He slipped away quietly, walking home alone under the moonlit sky. His friends called after him, but he only waved them off.

When he reached home, his father, sitting by the stove, looked up.

“What’s with you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

Jonas only shook his head, muttering something about being tired. But inside, he knew that a chapter of his youth had closed.

From then on, Saturday evenings were never quite the same. He still came to the outings, still listened to Antanas’s harmonica, but there was a part of him that stood aside, remembering the sound of Elena’s voice by the fence, and the way she had smiled when she said he was “a good person.”

It was a memory both sweet and bitter, like the last notes of a song that lingers in the air long after the music has stopped.
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The year 1940 began much like any other in the village—with the work, worries, and hopes of spring sowing that follow winter. Yet the political events of early summer brought an unfamiliar sense of anxiety and confusion. Though not felt as sharply as in the cities, this unease soon spread through the countryside. Vladislovas’s farm, lying between the fields of Lesčiai and Paaluonys, seemed far removed from the great political storms, but even here, people sensed that change was in the air.

When the first Soviet representatives arrived in the village, people did not know how to react. Farmers, used to an order where land and work were the essence of their lives, were suddenly confronted with new conditions. The Soviets announced new rules, spoke of socialism, sharing, and a “fairer” life. But to the rural people, this sounded like a foreign language.

One evening, as men stood by the fence after work, the talk turned to the changes.

“Did you hear what they said? They want us to share the land! How can we share if we can barely keep up with our own?”

Vladislovas, known for his quiet and thoughtful demeanor, just shook his head.

“Share? They don’t know what they are talking about. You’ll see, it won’t do any good.”

There were rumors in the countryside about collectivization and the “punishment” of rich farmers. It was said that those with more than fifty hectares had become potential “enemies of the people.” Anyone who hired workers was called an exploiter. Vladislovas’s farm—just over thirty hectares—was considered medium-sized. He and his family did all the work themselves, so perhaps they had nothing to fear.

The Soviet occupation, which had begun abruptly in June 1940, was the result of a secret agreement between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union under the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact. Lithuania, like its Baltic neighbors, was drawn into the Soviet sphere of influence. The Red Army entered the country without a fight, the Lithuanian government was forced to resign, and within weeks the entire state apparatus was replaced by Moscow’s loyalists. In the cities, the change was immediate—red flags over government buildings, portraits of Stalin in schools and offices, parades praising the “liberators.”

In the countryside, the signs appeared more slowly but no less firmly. New local committees were formed to monitor the population, requisition grain, and register property. Rumors began to circulate about arrests in nearby towns, about teachers, priests, and former officers disappearing overnight. At first, many villagers refused to believe it—how could someone simply be taken away for what they believed or for what they owned? But soon, the stories became reality.

The month of June 1941 was a real test for the people of the village. Rumors of deportations spread like fire through a dry meadow. One morning, on his way back from the market, Jonas heard that someone from a neighboring village—perhaps even a whole family—had been deported. He didn’t know their names, but people said they were innocent folk, maybe just big farmers whose wealth had caught the Soviets’ attention.

“I’m telling you, they took the Peter family away!” whispered their neighbor Ona, as she crossed Vladislovas’s yard. “The father, the mother, even the children! At night, without anyone knowing.”

“But for what?” Jonas asked, unable to believe it.

“They say they had too much. Who knows…”

These rumors spread fear throughout the village. Every night, people kept an ear to the road, checking for strangers. Dogs were left untethered so they would bark immediately upon seeing anyone. Farmers began to hide their valuables—watches, money, even work tools—but above all, they feared being taken away. Every step outside, every strange sound at night, seemed like a sign of impending disaster.

Before the Soviets came, villagers often gathered in the evenings to talk. Men discussed the fields, livestock growth, or the latest market prices. Women exchanged tips on preserving cucumbers or caring for chickens. Now, these meetings grew rare. Every word was weighed; every phrase was cautious.

“Jonas, did you hear that Juozas from the next village disappeared yesterday?” asked their neighbor Juozapas one evening, sitting quietly on the fence by Vladislovas’s homestead.

Jonas just nodded, unwilling to speak. Such conversations had become increasingly common — tales of missing people, of suspicious nocturnal visits. Sometimes, no one knew whether the person taken away was truly an “enemy of the people” or simply disliked the new government.

“They say they’re writing down everyone who has more land than they need,” Juozapas sighed, glancing at Vladislovas’s yard. “But what is ‘more’? Yesterday it was your land, your life…”

“They don’t know us,” Vladislovas said quietly, standing nearby. “They don’t know what it means to work this land, to grow bread on it.”

The only real source of information was rumor, and it caused more anxiety than clarity. Village women returning from the market often brought troubling news.

“Someone said that a new government has come to Raseiniai and is making lists. Do you know who’s on them? Anyone with more than fifty hectares, or those who have hired people.”

“But our farm didn’t hire anyone,” the women assured each other. “We do everything ourselves.”

Still, the sense of safety faded quickly. One evening, after hearing that another family from a nearby village had been taken away, people gathered in hushed tones.

“Maybe they were just careless. Maybe someone complained about them…”

“Or had more than we knew,” another voice murmured.

* * *

This uncertainty and the constant stream of rumors were like a shadow that clung to everyone, following them from dawn until nightfall. Even the dogs seemed to sense it—barking more and more often after dark, sometimes for no reason at all. No strangers came into the yard, but the uneasy growls and sudden bursts of noise made every heart in the household beat faster.

The children, overhearing the adults’ hushed conversations, understood that something was wrong, though no one explained it to them directly. Their games became quieter, their laughter more subdued, as if they feared to break some invisible, fragile balance.

Night, once a time for rest, had turned into a time of watchfulness. In Vladislovas’s family, it became customary to guard the yard. Jonas and his brothers took turns waking in the middle of the night to make sure everything was in order. From time to time, in the deep silence, they would hear the faint sound of horses’ hooves far away, as if someone was traveling through the darkness to a distant village. Those muffled, passing echoes only fed the unease, like a reminder that somewhere, someone was being taken.

“Jonas, come closer to the window—look,” Kazimiera whispered one night, when the dogs broke into another fit of barking.

Jonas slowly lifted the curtain, peering into the silver light of the moon. The farmyard lay still—only the horses shifting in the stable, their breath clouding in the cool air. No figures, no movement, yet his heart refused to calm.

“Mum… can you come sit with us too?” Jonas asked softly.

Kazimiera didn’t answer at first. She stood by the window, her gaze fixed on the quiet yard. She knew the truth that no one wanted to speak aloud—no one was truly safe.

“We don’t know, my child,” she said at last. “But we pray that God will protect us.”

And so, the days passed, heavy with waiting. Despite the constant tension, Vladislovas’s family clung to their daily routines—feeding the animals, tending the fields, mending tools. But the air seemed different now, as if the very wind carried whispers from beyond the village.

Sometimes, Jonas caught fragments of conversations between neighbors—low voices trading news about yet another family taken away in the night.

“They had too much,” one would say. “Too many horses, too much land, too much of everything.”

Jonas turned those words over in his mind again and again. Too much. How could plenty be a crime? How could it be dangerous to work hard and have enough? He never dared ask the question aloud. Deep down, he knew no one had an answer—at least, not one that could be spoken without fear.
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The war swept through Lithuania like a storm, leaving terrible destruction and suffering in its wake. One of the worst-hit towns in the neighborhood was Ariogala. As the front rolled in, the town was practically destroyed and burnt to the ground. It is said that only five houses were left standing in Ariogala. The rest were victims of the war—burnt down, razed to the ground, and reduced to ruins. The battles near the Dubysa River bridge at Plemberg were particularly intense. The bridge, a strategically important position for both the Germans and the Russians, became a veritable battlefield. Infantry, artillery units, and tanks fought to gain control of it. Locals recounted how cannons boomed day and night, bomb explosions echoed, and clouds of smoke and dust engulfed the bridge until it was finally completely destroyed. It was a hellish sight that people have not forgotten.

Life in the surrounding villages, including Lesčiai, was also full of fear. People knew that as the front approached, any moment could be the last. To survive, they took every precaution. The men and women of the village dug shelters in the woods, in barns, or even in the yards of their homes. Shelters were crude but important—deep holes covered with trees, branches, and earth. Sometimes they were also placed under sheds or barns to reduce their vulnerability to explosions. People spent days, in some cases even weeks, in the shelters. They would gather food supplies in advance—bread, bacon, potatoes. They would hide these foodstuffs in earthenware jars or buckets and bury them in the ground. Children were taught to remain silent in their hiding places because any sound could attract the enemy’s attention.

Even during this chaos, the Lesčiai area remained relatively untouched. Cannon volleys, bombardments, and tank shots could be heard for miles around, but miraculously, the area itself escaped major destruction. The locals believed that a special grace was protecting their neighborhood, perhaps a plot of land consecrated by the Lesčiai Church. For Jonas and his family, this did not mean peace. Every night, hearing the sounds of war, they prayed for their survival. Vladislovas and the eldest son, Jonas, ensured the family was safe. Once Jonas suggested that they leave the village and hide deeper in the forest, but Vladislovas replied sternly:

" As long as the ground is under our feet, we will stay here. This land is our home, and nothing will drive us from it.”

The war was life’s ultimate test of people’s ability to survive when everything around them is falling apart. It proved that even the worst storms cannot destroy those who believe in their land and unity.

* * *

At the beginning of 1944, the atmosphere in Lithuania was tense. For young people, especially from rural areas, the Local Lithuanian Detachment created by General Povilas Plechavičius seemed like a hopeful alternative. It was presented as a Lithuanian organization meant to protect the country from both occupiers—German and Soviet. At that time, it was announced that the detachment would not be used to fight on foreign fronts and that its main purpose would be to defend Lithuania and maintain order within the country.

The idea of the Local Detachment was attractive to many young people. News of the opportunity to join quickly spread through the villages. Parents, although cautious, often did not oppose it — they hoped their sons could avoid direct combat while still fighting for Lithuania.

Jonas’s younger brother, Vladas, like many of his peers, heard about Plechavičius’s detachment from a neighbor. One evening, when the family gathered by the hearth, he boldly expressed his decision:

“Father, I’m going to enlist in the detachment. They promise we will fight only for Lithuania.”

Vladislovas remained silent for a long moment, but finally nodded.

“If it means you won’t have to go far, go ahead. But know this — they always say one thing and do another. Be careful with those promises, my son.”

Vladas enlisted in the detachment with friends from nearby villages. In the first weeks, they underwent basic training—learning to handle weapons, forming squads, and developing military discipline.

Although the detachment was not preparing for active war, the German administration quickly saw that it could serve their interests. When Plechavičius refused to hand over control of the detachment to the Germans and integrate it into the regular Wehrmacht structure, tensions between the Lithuanian leadership and the Germans grew. The Germans resorted to other measures. Instead of defending Lithuania, the detachment’s units were assigned to fight Russian partisans in Belarus, near the present-day Lithuanian border.

Vladas and his squad were ordered to participate in these operations. Though he initially believed the detachment would fight only in Lithuania, reality was different. Young men, just beginning to learn the art of war, were thrown into hostile forests and muddy terrain.

“This isn’t what they promised us,” muttered Vladas’s friend Antanas as the squad stopped to rest among the dense trees. “We’re just sitting ducks here.”

Vladas remained silent, but similar thoughts swirled in his mind. He lacked experience and knowledge, yet he understood that their mission was dangerous and likely pointless.

One evening, the squad was sent to a small village where, according to German command, Russian partisans were hiding. The operation began chaotically. Upon reaching the village, they came under heavy partisan fire. Bullets whistled over their heads and grenades exploded, and Vladas saw his comrades falling to the ground one by one. At one point, he realized there were no more living men around him.

His heart raced, his hands shook, but he knew he had to survive. Crawling through mud and thick bushes, he tried to stay out of the enemy’s sight. When night fell over the battlefield, Vladas quietly slipped out of the village. Realizing he could not return to his unit, he decided to go home.

As it later became clear, Vladas had saved his life by not returning to his unit. General Plechavičius had learned that the Nazi military command tried to deceive him and use the Local Detachment on the Eastern Front against the Red Army tanks. He had managed to grant the detachment’s soldiers unlimited leave, which enraged the Germans. On May 15, the leadership of the Local Detachment was arrested, a pre-planned liquidation of the detachment began, and many soldiers were captured and sent into the Wehrmacht army.

With no other choice, Vladas reached Babtai on foot, where he found shelter with his sister Antanina’s family, the Jonaičiai. He knew that each day could be his last if anyone betrayed him.

Antanina, Vladas’s elder sister, who had recently married Jonaitis, was always cautious.

“Vladas, you are like a family secret here. Don’t go outside unless it’s at night,” she warned.

Vladas not only followed Antanina’s rules but also helped the family on the farm as much as he could. His gratitude toward his sister was boundless.

When the war ended in 1945 and Stalin granted amnesty to all who had avoided the front, Vladas was finally able to return home. His return to Paaluonys was quieter than he had imagined. Now he had to conceal from the Soviets his participation in Plechavičius’s detachment. neighbors looked at him with curiosity, but also caution—not everyone had easily forgotten the war and its lingering wounds. Although many members of the Local Detachment were later imprisoned by the Soviets for their involvement, Vladas somehow managed to hide it and avoid prison.

* * *

In 1940, when the Soviet Union occupied Lithuania, Jonas’s name first appeared on the conscription lists. He was told to report for a medical check-up, but Jonas felt that his chances of avoiding the army were good. An ear infection contracted as a child had severely affected his hearing, especially in his left ear. Not only did it make everyday life difficult, but it may also have been the reason why he was not suitable for military service. The medical board confirmed his expectations. After a long examination and a lot of questions, the doctor finally said:

“Partial hearing loss… For a soldier, that would mean danger on the battlefield. Inappropriate…”

Jonas felt better. Returning to Paaluonys, he quietly continued his life as a farmer, working the land and looking after his family’s welfare. But the war, like a heavy shadow, was slowly creeping over Lithuania.

When the German army retreated and the Soviets regained control in 1944, the situation changed dramatically. The Soviet government was desperate to recruit men for its army. Now, nobody cared whether a man was hard of hearing or had some other disability. “Everybody fits” became the new principle of conscription. Jonas was included on the lists alongside other men from the Lesčiai area.

In the late autumn of 1944, he was told to report to the commissariat. There, he was put on a train with other conscripts to the front, to Poland. The journey was gloomy — the air in the full carriage was thick with tension and anxiety. The young men spoke in low voices, but most of them had the same idea: how to avoid what lay ahead—to avoid fighting in the Soviet army.

Jonas sat in the corner, trying not to attract attention. He knew that the Soviet army mercilessly threw everyone to the front, regardless of their physical fitness or experience. The train stopped at the Alytus railway station, where a short break was announced so that the conscripts could use the toilet. This brief moment gave Jonas a chance.

“It’s now or never,” he whispered to himself, looking around.

Two men stood next to him, one of whom seemed willing to take the risk.

“With me?” Jonas asked quietly, pointing to the edge of the station.

“Let’s go,” the men replied.

They quietly backed away from the group, pretending to go to the toilet. Instead, they turned towards the shadowy outskirts of the station. There, they found a sunken path that led into the nearby woods. By the time the train signal announced its departure, Jonas and his companions were already a few hundred meters away.

Jonas knew that the only way to return home was to move at night and hide during the day. The first night, they walked a few kilometers, and by da,y they found an old abandoned farmhouse where they could rest.

“How much further?” one of the men asked.

“Maybe five nights, maybe more,” Jonas replied. “But we will go. Even if we have to hide even longer.”

The journey was difficult. During the day, they hid in swampy areas or dense bushes. If a farmhouse approached, Jonas, assessing the situation, sometimes dared to ask for bread or water. People rarely refused to help, but it was risky for them too.

One night in particular is etched in Jonas’s memory. They were walking along the edge of the forest when they heard a dog barking and torches glowing nearby.

“Soldiers,” Jonas said quietly and waved his comrades into the bush.

They lay in silence, listening to the approaching voices and the barking of dogs. Jonas felt his heart pounding in his chest. Fortunately, the search party had turned the other way, and they had not been spotted.

In the woods near their home, Jonas and his companions discovered a long-abandoned hunters’ hideout—a deep hole camouflaged with branches and moss. It became their temporary shelter. The nights were cool, and during the days they hid, avoiding any noise. One night, Jonas resolved to return to his father.

“Dad, I’ll be a moment. Can I take some warmer clothes?” Jonas whispered softly, tapping the window gently.

His father Vladislovas, opened the door, looking around carefully.

“Jonas, are you back? Did you escape? If the Soviets realize you are here, they will never leave us alone,” he whispered, quickly closing the door.

“I need warm clothes and food… I won’t be here for long,” Jonas replied, looking his father in the eye.

Vladislovas quietly put down a lump of bacon, a loaf of bread, and a horse’s sleigh.

“Here, take a horse. It will help you move faster, but be careful. If anything, a horse can be more trouble than it is worth,” warned the father.

In the woods, with warmer clothes and food supplies, Jonas and his friends set up a shelter. They made better beds of branches and moss, covered the shelter with fir branches, and spent the modest, warm days and the already cool autumn nights. But they had no peace and quiet—soldiers occasionally combed the woods, hoping to catch the fugitives, of whom there were apparently many. One night, Jonas and his companions heard the approaching footsteps of horses and the soldiers talking.

“They’re looking for us,” one of them whispered softly, trembling with tension.

“Let’s pinch the horse’s nostrils to prevent it from sniffling,” suggested Jonas, gently putting his hand to the horse’s nostrils.

The horse, sensing the man’s anxiety, shook, but Jonas calmed him down. The soldiers stopped a good twenty meters from the hideout, discussing the density of the forest.

“There will be nothing among these bushes,” said one soldier.

“Let’s keep moving,” the other responded, clicking the horse.

As the soldiers moved off, Jonas relaxed, though his heart was still pounding.

The men had to spend several months in the forest. In the winter, it got very cold, so the men moved closer to home and spent the night in the barn of one or another of the more isolated, abandoned farmhouses.

Jonas was older than the others and had already faced a similar situation, so he encouraged them by sharing how he once had to hide from the Germans to avoid being drafted into their army.

“You know,” he said, “when the Germans were getting fed up, they were recruiting men for their army. I had to run away and hide for three months with my sister in a village near Babtai.”

Jonas told how his sister Kazė met him with tears in her eyes. When she found out what the matter was, she asked Jonas to be very careful. Jonas did his best. To avoid suspicion, he could only go outside wearing women’s clothes and a headscarf. He helped in his sister’s daily life, but only at night or inside the hut. Fortunately, things ended quickly when the front moved back. Jonas was finally able to return to his family without fear of being taken to serve the Germans.

“Now the story is similar, but the circumstances are different. We have to hide from another occupying army,” Jonas murmured. But, encouraging each other, the men felt that the war was ending, and something had to change.

In May 1945, after the end of the war, an amnesty was granted to all those who had evaded the Soviet army. Jonas was finally able to return home legally.

“It was good of you to come back,” said his father. “Vladas came back too. Now it is time to live again.”

Jonas knew that his brother Vladas had also faced many challenges in hiding from both, but he didn’t ask him any questions—they understood each other without words. They also understood that life would not be easy, but after all they had been through, they felt stronger and more prepared to face any challenge.
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The end of the Second World War did not bring peace and stability to Lithuania. For many families, it marked the beginning of a harsher reality. Having already endured the first Soviet occupation (1940–1941), the Nazi occupation (1941–1944), and then a second Soviet occupation in 1944, Lithuanians now faced mass arrests, deportations to Siberia, the forced collectivization of farms, and the suppression of any form of resistance.

Faced with the loss of freedom, fear of persecution, and the destruction of traditional rural life, thousands made the painful decision to leave their homeland. Some fled westward in the chaotic final months of the war, joining the tide of refugees who ended up in Displaced Persons (DP) camps across Allied-occupied Germany. Others managed to secure permits to emigrate during the 1950s and 1960s, often through family connections abroad or special exemptions. For many, emigration was not only an escape from political repression but also a chance to rebuild life, work, and provide a future for their children.

This wave of post-war migration scattered Lithuanian families across Western Europe, North America, and even Australia. Though separated from their homeland, they formed vibrant diaspora communities, preserving language, traditions, and identity while adapting to new societies.

The Maziliauskas family was no exception. Interestingly, none of Vladislovas’s household members were forced to emigrate. Even his sons Jonas and Vladas—who had both suffered under Germans and Soviets alike—somehow managed to escape the harshest Soviet repressions and remained in Lithuania. But emigration deeply affected other branches of the family.

Two of Vladislovas’s brothers, who settled in Paaluonys next to him and lived with their multiple children—Kazimieras Jr and Vincentas—as well as their brother Konstantinas, who lived in Noliečiai near Ariogala, all had sons who joined this post-war exodus.

* * *

Kazimieras Maziliauskas26, the son of Kazimieras Jr., started his road into emigration in 1944, when he was just nineteen years old. Like many young Lithuanians of his generation, he joined the Plechavičius Local Detachment—a Lithuanian unit formed to defend the homeland during the last phase of the German occupation. But when the Germans decided to dissolve the detachment and began forcing its members into the German military corps, Kazimieras, like many others, faced the danger of conscription. In the chaos of that year, he was caught up in the tide of retreat and displacement, and soon found himself in Germany.

After the war, contact with him was lost, and for years the family in Paaluonys believed he had perished. It was only in 1952 that a letter arrived—brief, cautious, but miraculous in its message: Kazimieras was alive. He did not reveal where he was living, most likely out of fear of Soviet repressions or to protect his family, who remained under occupation in Lithuania.

By around 1955, he had found a way to emigrate to England, beginning a new chapter of his life in Nottingham. There, working as a construction laborer, he started to rebuild the future that the war had so violently interrupted. In England ,he met and married Gladys Bernice Clark, and together they raised four children: Susana Marija, Jonas Kazimieras, Petras Vytautas, and Mykolas Ričardas.

Over the following decades, this branch of the Maziliauskas family spread across several continents. Two of the sons, Petras Vytautas and Mykolas Ričardas, remained in the United Kingdom, building their lives and families there. Susan eventually settled in Brisbane, Australia, while Jonas Kazimieras—known as John—established himself in Dubai, United Arab Emirates. Thus, from the upheaval of war and the silence of lost years, Kazimieras’s descendants carried the Maziliauskas name into new homelands across Europe, Australia, and the Middle East, extending the family’s legacy far beyond the fields of Paaluonys.

* * *

Stasys Maziliauskas, the son of Vincentas—settled in Paaluonys—also belonged to the generation whose youth was shattered by the Second World War. Born in 1920, he, like many young men of his time, was caught in the turmoil of war and displacement. In 1944, Stasys, a mechanic by profession, found himself in Germany. In the aftermath of the war, he became part of the network of Displaced Persons (DP) camps.

A list prepared on December 1, 1950, by the International Refugee Organization records his transfer from the Gausting Sanatorium near Munich to the Hässleby Sanatorium in Sweden. The same document lists two dependents—his wife Hedvig and their two-week-old daughter Maria—traveling with him.

Hässleby Sanatorium was a well-known institution for treating tuberculosis. Given the poor sanitary conditions and overcrowding in post-war DP camps, where the disease was prevalent, it is likely that Stasys was receiving treatment there.

For Stasys and his family, the transfer to Sweden marked a turning point. Like many Baltic refugees, he could not return to Soviet-occupied Lithuania without risking persecution, imprisonment, or deportation. Neutral during the war, Sweden became a place of safety, recovery, and hope for rebuilding a life.

Stasys Maziliauskas—known in Sweden as Stanly Maziliauskas—settled in Bodafors, Jönköping County, together with his wife Hedvig. There they built a modest but steady life, and it was in this quiet town that their daughter Maria grew up, far from the village fields of Paaluonys that had shaped her father’s youth. Stasys’s years in Sweden were marked both by the relief of safety and the shadow of a past he could never fully escape. His life was cut short when he passed away in 1972, leaving his family with memories of a strong yet gentle man who had endured much. Hedvig, however, lived for decades, passing away in 2007. In their new homeland, the Maziliauskas name endured, carried forward by Maria and the generations that followed—another thread of the family story woven far beyond Lithuania.

* * *

Vaclovas Maziliauskas, the son of Konstantinas, who had settled in Noliečiai, followed a path shaped as much by love and hope as by hardship. After graduating from the Agricultural Academy as an agronomist, he worked in the Pagėgiai district on one of the state agricultural holdings. There he met Kristina (Christine), a Memellander born in Heydekruge (Šilutė). They fell in love, married, and began their family, yet both carried the same longing in their hearts—to escape the Soviet system that weighed heavily on their lives and seemed to stifle every dream of freedom.

By around 1960, Vaclovas achieved what many only wished for: official permission from the Soviet authorities to emigrate. Together with Kristina and their five young children—Petras, Sabina, Gintaras, Edmundas, and Diana—he set out on the uncertain journey west. It was no small task: the eldest, Petras, was thirteen, while little Diana was barely two years old. Leaving home meant not only abandoning familiar fields and neighbors, but also stepping into the unknown with children too young to understand the risks their parents were taking.

The family’s first stop was one of the Displaced Persons (DP) camps in Germany, where, for a year, they lived among others who had also lost their homes but not their determination to start anew. From there, guided by the hope of a more secure life, they chose to continue on to Australia. Kristina had relatives in Adelaide, and that connection offered them a fragile but vital foothold in a new world.

On March 21, 1961, after weeks at sea, their ship—the Castel Felice—docked in Melbourne. From there, they traveled on to Adelaide. For a moment, it seemed as if the longed-for dream of freedom had been fulfilled. But Adelaide did not bring lasting happiness. Vaclovas’s already weakened health deteriorated rapidly. Only seven years after their arrival, in 1968, he passed away, leaving his wife and children in grief and far from their homeland. He was laid to rest in Adelaide soil.

In the face of this loss, Kristina showed remarkable strength. Refusing to let sorrow defeat her, she gathered her children and made the difficult decision to return to Germany. Eventually, they settled in Bremen, where she rebuilt a home once more. Kristina lived to see her children grow, raise families of their own, and spread the Maziliauskas heritage even further. When she passed away in 2014, her long life stood as a testament to endurance, courage, and a mother’s will to carry her family forward despite every hardship.








  
  18

  
  
  POST-WAR HARD TIMES. NEW RULES

  
  




In the autumn of 1946, when the fields were almost empty and the granaries were filling up with new grain, the Soviet government announced new quotas for farmers. The size of the rations was absurdly high — grain, meat, milk, eggs, and even hay had to be delivered to collection points. For farmers, this meant not only working harder than ever before, but also seeing their efforts shipped off to central warehouses, leaving their families destitute.

As the eldest son in the family, Jonas had all the responsibility. Every evening, he would sit around the table with his father and go through the accounts. The figures always said the same thing: it was almost impossible to meet the quotas.

“Father, we don’t have as much grain as they ask for,” Jonas once said, looking at the empty shelves of the granary. “And if we give away all the meat, we won’t have enough to feed our family.”

Father Vladislovas, always calm and focused, sighed.

“It is not our choice, Jonas. The government doesn’t look at how much it has. They only want to get what they command.”

Jonas felt cornered. He knew that if they didn’t meet the quota, their family could be punished. And the punishments were ruthless—from sanctions to arrests. Despite their best efforts, their farm became indebted.

One day, as the family was preparing breakfast, two uniformed officers arrived in the yard.

“Vladislovas Maziliauskas,” said one of them sternly, holding a piece of paper. “If not you, your son Jonas must serve his sentence for your debts. Today he has to go to Kėdainiai.”

Although surprised, Jonas showed no emotion. He quickly put a loaf of bread and a piece of bacon into a cloth bag.

“Can I take the horse?” he asked, even though he already knew the answer.

“No,” replied the officer. “Horse-drawn transport is not allowed for people serving a sentence.”

Jonas left the house on foot, carrying his modest bundle on his shoulders. The road to Kėdainiai was more than thirty kilometers, but Jonas, used to physical work, walked steadily. He knew it was his duty to protect his family from even greater repression. He stopped only once on the way, at a small stream, where he sat down and had a short bite of his bread and bacon. The water gently trickled, but it was not a moment of peace for Jonas. Thinking about his family and their fate was more distressing than the physical fatigue.

When Jonas reached Kėdainiai, he introduced himself to the local administration. He was taken to a small detention center where he was to spend several weeks with other “indebted” farmers. The detention center was cold and damp, and they were given little to eat, just enough to keep them from starving. Jonas felt hungry, but he tried to hold on.

In the evening, lying on a hard wooden bunk, he listened to other men talking.

“They are punishing us for surviving,” said one older man quietly, stroking his grey beard. “But is it a real punishment? They want us to be afraid.”

Jonas was silent, but in his heart he agreed with those words. The government’s aim was to break the people’s spirit, but Jonas felt that their faith was stronger than repression.

A few weeks later, Jonas was released and had to walk back to Paaluonys. He felt exhausted, but the journey home gave him hope. He sometimes met other travelers on the forest roads, but mostly he walked alone, wondering how his family could survive in this situation. When he returned home, he found his father standing in the yard, one hand resting on a shovel.

“How are you feeling, my son?” his father asked quietly.

“I survived,” Jonas replied firmly, “but we have to change something. They are impoverishing us—and we are letting them do it.”

His father nodded, then added:

“That’s why they want to drive us into collective farms.”

Jonas understood that their struggle was far from over. The government’s repression and coercive measures only deepened his resolve to endure.

* * *

The post-war unrest affected every Lithuanian village, including Paaluonys. Local residents were aware of the partisan groups operating in the surrounding forests, engaged in armed resistance against the Soviet occupation. From time to time, reports circulated of men who had joined the partisans, leaving their homes, families, and farms behind.

Between 1944 and the early 1950s, the Lithuanian countryside became the main arena of the armed struggle. The forests of central Lithuania provided cover for partisan units, who carried out sabotage, distributed underground publications, and resisted the establishment of Soviet collective farms. At the same time, villages lived under constant surveillance, as Soviet security forces and their local auxiliaries sought to eliminate all support for the resistance. Fear, secrecy, and silent solidarity became part of everyday life for rural communities such as Paaluonys.

One winter evening, while the family was sitting quietly at the table, Jonas turned to his father, Vladislovas, and quietly, as if afraid that even the walls of the house would hear him, he shouted:

“Father, I keep thinking… Maybe I should also look into how I can help those in the forest?”

Vladislovas, his face showing the fatigue of his daily hard work, thought. He knew his son’s intentions were noble, but understood the price that could be paid. He took a deep breath and said seriously:

“Yes, my son, maybe you should. But who will work the land? Who will feed the family? My health is failing, and you are the oldest. Everything is on your shoulders now. If you leave, who will take care of your brothers and sisters?”

Jonas was silent. The father’s words were a truth he could not ignore. From that evening onwards, the subject was never broached again. Jonas understood his responsibility—the survival of his family was his battlefield.

* * *

One autumn evening, while their parents were away, the house was left in the care of 16-year-old Marytė, her younger brother, 14-year-old Zenas, and little Vytas, only 7. Dusk was settling when a soft knock sounded at the door. Zenas rose and opened it without much thought. On the threshold stood five men. The grips of their guns showed against their forearms, and their eyes were tired yet resolute.

“Can we come in and warm up?” one of them asked quietly.

Zenas glanced at Marytė, as if searching her face for the answer. She gave a slight nod and said, “Come in.”

The men quietly entered the hut. They were dressed simply, but their posture and weapons showed that they were partisans. Marytė boiled tea and, with some trepidation, put bread, bacon, and butter on the table. The men thanked her and started talking about the weather, about nature, about anything but what they had come for. Marytė knew immediately that the men were trying not to talk too much, so as not to involve the children in their dangerous lives.

Suddenly, a dog barked outside. Everyone froze. One of the men quickly looked out of the window and saw several Stribs27 on horses approaching the hut. The partisans immediately grabbed their guns, but realized that a shoot-out in such a small house could kill the children.

“Quick—hide!” whispered one of them, and the men instantly jumped up the ladder to the loft above the ceiling, pulling the ladder behind them. From here, they could observe the situation through a tiny attic window at the back of the house.

At that moment, one of the Stribs came closer and looked out of the window. He shouted:

“Is there anyone at home?”

Trying not to show her fear, Marytė replied:

“None. There are no parents, only us children.”

The Stribs looked around, apparently for something suspicious, but quickly turned around and walked away. They seemed to be in a great hurry to go elsewhere.

When the situation calmed down, the partisans descended from their hiding place. One of them approached Marytė and said quietly:

“Thank you. You saved us, and we tried to protect you.”

The partisans thanked them again, put on their hats, and quietly went out into the night. The children stood, holding hands, still tense and afraid, but also aware that their courage and calm had saved everyone from tragedy.

This event is deeply etched in everyone’s memory. These were turbulent times, when ordinary people had to make the most difficult decisions and remain united in the face of danger. The family understood that it was their duty to keep in touch with those who fought for freedom, but at the same time, protect themselves and their loved ones.
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The years 1948–1950 in the village of Paaluonys were full of uncertainty and fear. The Soviet government was putting intense pressure on farmers to join collective farms. Theoretically, this should have been a voluntary decision, but in reality, coercion, intimidation, and harsh sanctions weakened even the strongest. For Jonas, who was the main farmer in his family at the time, the idea of collective farms seemed completely absurd. He knew what it meant to work his land, look after his animals, and fight for the survival of his family. The idea of taking over everything they owned for “common use” seemed like another way of depriving people of their freedom.

Talk of deportations as a means of intimidation by the Soviet government to force farmers to join collective farms was particularly widespread in May 1948. People were saying that thousands of families had been deported to the harsh areas of Siberia and their farms collectivized. In the countryside, all people heard was: “If you don’t sign the application to join the collective farm, the trucks will come at night.” This threat was very real, so many succumbed to the pressure. The deportations continued after that, resuming in March 1949, but people continued to hear about them even later, in October 1951, when there was talk of deporting “buožes”28 and those who had not yet joined the collective farms. People understood that this deportation was to be the final blow to those who had not adapted to the new government.

Vladislovas knew that his family might be included on the deportation lists. There was a quiet rumor in the village that his name might appear on the “black list.” Vladislovas, like a wise man, decided to take an unexpected and risky tactic. He told a story that sounded unbelievable, yet so vivid that it was hard to deny. He claimed that at the end of the First World War, when he was drafted into the Tsar’s army as a soldier, he was unexpectedly assigned as a coachman to an important person—the then-Bolshevik leader, Iosif Stalin.

“I personally drove Stalin in a horse-drawn carriage,” said Vladislovas, looking the audience confidently in the eye. “He sat in the back of the carriage, and I held the reins.”

He even had an old photo taken by a war photographer. It showed a carriage, horses, and, at the back of the carriage, a person who looked suspiciously like a young Stalin. The carriage was driven by a man in his thirties who actually looked a bit like Vladislovas.

“There’s me,” Vladislovas pointed to the driver in the photo, “and there’s Stalin. I can swear it was him. If anyone doubts it, I can write him a letter, and he will confirm it himself.”

Vladislovas tried to spread the story around the neighborhood and reach the right ears. Word of his “acquaintance with Stalin” soon reached soviet officials. Neighbors told how he said that if anyone dared to do anything to him, he would write a letter directly to Stalin in Moscow and the authorities would find out what a mistake they were making.

“Stalin knows me. If anyone dares to touch me, they could get into trouble,” Vladislovas calmly but confidently told anyone who asked.

It is difficult to say whether Vladislovas’s story directly contributed to his family’s escape from exile or whether it was the result of other circumstances. Perhaps someone in the local committee decided not to take the risk of “trying to annoy” a possibly influential person. Or maybe it was just fate and unexpected circumstances. Nevertheless, the family remained in Lithuania, and Vladislovas’s tactics became part of the family legend. Although no one can confirm this story with certainty, it has become a tale of wisdom and the ability to circumvent even the greatest challenges with cunning. Only the photograph of the chariot and the supposed Stalin was still kept in a family drawer as a mute testimony to Vladislovas’s extraordinary thinking and courage.

There is no way of verifying whether this story about Stalin is true, but it cannot be ruled out. Lithuania was occupied by the Russian Empire at the time, so Lithuanian men were conscripted into the Tsar’s army, especially during World War I (1914–1918). Mobilization included all citizens of Russia and its occupied territories who met the age and health requirements. Even farmers could be conscripted, regardless of the importance of their economic activity. The Tsar’s army was looking for soldiers, especially when the war became overwhelming and losses were heavy. Lithuanians were mobilized to various front lines, including the Eastern Front against Germany and Austria-Hungary.

On the other hand, Stalin is known to have been exiled in 1913–1917 to the very remote region of Turuchansk, in Siberia’s Krasnoyarsk Territory. This area was reserved for political exiles and not for military service. Tsarist soldiers may have been stationed at the exile sites to supervise the exiles, but they were usually from nearby regions, not from distant provinces like Lithuania. Stalin was released from exile in March 1917 (during the February Revolution) after Tsar Nicholas II abdicated. From Turuchansk, he reached Petrograd (today’s St Petersburg) via Tyumen. Stalin was not yet a high-ranking Bolshevik at that time, but he was already well known within the Party. The likelihood of such a collision is therefore more like a legend than a real event, but it is possible if the circumstances at the crossroads or in the cities through which the two might have traveled coincide.

* * *

One evening, party agitators arrived in Paaluonys. The meeting was held in the school hall, where almost all the villagers gathered. Jonas sat at the back of the hall, next to his ailing father, Vladislovas, and a few neighbors, worried but determined.

“Fellow farmers,” the agitator began, stepping up onto a small platform. “The collective farm is the way to a bright life! Isn’t it better to work together, to share the common wealth and not feel the burden of ownership?”

The hall was silent. Jonas could see people whispering quietly and some staring at the floor. The agitator continued, promising a better life, but after his speech, several party officials entered the hall.

“This meeting will not be over until you have all applied to join the collective farm,” one of them said in a stern tone. “And don’t forget where we are taking the enemies of the people,” he added in passing.

The silence became even deeper. Several men tried to leave, but the door was already locked. Jonas clenched his fists but said nothing.

“So what do we do now?” whispered Antanas, sitting next to Jonas.

“We’ll be waiting,” Jonas replied quietly. “They want to wear us down so that we give up. But I will not be the one to sign.”

The hours passed slowly. Some, especially older farmers, tired and exhausted, finally gave up and signed the applications.

“Better peace and quiet,” one of them grumbled as he filled in the paperwork.

Jonas held out longer, but finally, in the early hours of the morning, when only a few unsuccessful applicants remained, his patience ran out as well. But he suddenly threw the plan into disarray—he picked up the pen, but instead of signing, he turned to the canvasser:

“OK, but on one condition! If you already want a collective farm, let’s name it after Vincas Kudirka. At least that much will remain in the nation’s memory,” Jonas said provocatively, looking the agitator straight in the eye.

The agitator shrugged, a little confused.

“Let it be Kudirka. It is important that you have already realized that it is better to work together,” he replied, not realizing that the name of Vincas Kudirka was a symbol of Lithuanian independence and resistance to the Soviet government.

However, just a few years later, the collective farm’s name was changed to “Naujo gyvenimo” (New life). A decade later, it became “Aluona,” and was eventually merged with the “Šviesaus kelio” (Clear way) collective farm. Jonas always remembered how the name originally symbolized national identity, but later became just another tool of Soviet propaganda.

* * *

When the Vincas Kudirka collective farm was officially established, all the people’s property–horses, cows, and larger farm buildings—was taken over for the collective farm. People felt robbed. Jonas, like many others, could not accept the idea that everything they had created and earned now belonged to “everyone,” but in reality to no one.

One evening, after returning from a collective farm meeting, Jonas was sitting in the kitchen with his sister Marytė.

“They’ve taken everything away, Marytė,” he said, pouring tea into his cup, “and they call it progress.”

“But what can we do?” Marytė answered quietly. “They have the power. We just have to learn to adapt.”

Jonas was silent. He was not an accommodating man, but he knew that open resistance could cost lives. Not everyone had withstood the blow of collectivization—the people of the village were robbed, broken, forced to give up what their parents and grandparents had worked so hard to build. Many did not bear this injustice.

* * *

Jonas’s father, Vlladislovas, until then a strong and hard-working man, fell ill and died the same year. It was not so much his age that broke him, but the hopelessness of seeing his land, his livestock, and his granaries no longer belong to him. His death was a difficult ordeal for the family, but fortunately, most of the thirteen children were already on their own. Only the three youngest—Vytas, aged just nine, fifteen-year-old Zenas, and his sister Marytė—were still at the homestead with their mother, Kazimiera, who now had to shoulder everything.

However, seventeen-year-old Marytė, who had grown into a beautiful lady, was already looking around for a groom, while all the other children had already taken wings and were living on their own. Elytė was going to go to Klaipėda to study, and soon did so, and married Vaclovas Januška, and became a Januškienė. Her older sister Janina, married to Jonas Miškinis, was already living in Klaipėda. Zosė, in her twenties, was working for farmers and started thinking about marriage. Soon after, Zosė married Pranas Leskauskas in neighboring Blandžiai. Anelė, Kazimiera’s eldest daughter, had already married Adomas Bersėnas in Blandžiai.

None of the children born to Juozapota remained with her parents, except for the eldest, Jonas, who was already in his thirties but still without a family. His younger sister Michalina settled in Kaunas—she finished her studies and married Bronius Simanavičius, and worked in the school library. Her twin sister Stanislova, who grew up in her uncle’s family, was already married to Jonas Kasiulis and had become a Kasiulienė. Her brother Vladas went to Kaunas, completed a driving course, and got a job in Plokščiai, on the Nemunas River, where he married Marijona and started his own family. The two eldest sisters had been married for a long time and had settled in the Babtai region. Antanina was married to Jonas Jonaitis and was already raising her children there. Kazimiera was married to Sasnauskas, a widower who lived nearby, who was left alone with three children after the death of his first wife, and together they later doubled the number of children.

So it was a time when some people broke down and others managed to adapt. Jonas’s siblings—so large and diverse—were scattered across Lithuania, but each was finding his own way, trying to survive and build a new life amid difficult change.

* * *

Despite all the discontent and objections, Jonas, as a man of good numeracy and good order, was appointed warehouseman of the collective farm. This was a responsible job—he had to oversee the storage and accounting for cereals, flax, and other products. Every day, he had to keep a record of every sack that came in or went out, to ensure that nothing was taken without permission and to report to the management.

But the reality was quite different. People on the collective farm considered property to be common—after all, everything belonged to the “state,” not to a particular person. Taking became a daily routine, and Jonas often had to pretend not to see anything. He saw some of the authorities taking sacks of grain to their homes, and poor neighbors who had nothing left asking for a crumb. There was no justice, only unwritten rules, which everyone followed in their own way.

One evening, his neighbor Juozas came to him, standing in the darkness of the threshold, and quietly asked:

“Jonas, brother, my children have nothing to eat tomorrow. Give them a bag of cereals…”

Jonas was silent. He knew that if he recorded a shortfall, he could get into trouble himself. But how could he answer his hungry neighbors? He looked around, made sure no one was watching, and said:

“Take it from that corner, but make sure nobody sees it.”

Although he officially became a man of the collective farm, there was resistance within him. Every time he helped a neighbor secretly pick up a sack of grain or worked overnight for his family instead of the collective farm, he felt he had kept his identity and values.

“And what is left for us? If we don’t help each other, who will?”—he once said to his stepmother, Kazimiera, when she was worried about the consequences.

Jonas was well aware that too much honesty can be costly. It was his duty to strike a balance between the demands of the government and the needs of the people, but every sack of grain secretly distributed to the people was a small victory against a system designed against them.
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Jonas not only worked in the collective farm’s warehouse but also tried to help his family find happiness in life. His sister Marytė was a quiet, sincere, and hard-working woman, but she longed for the warmth of her family, for a home where she would feel safe and loved. She still lived in her homeland, together with her brothers Zenas and Vytas, who were gradually becoming independent but had not yet left home. As the years went by, young girls started families all around, and Marytė remained alone.

Jonas, seeing his sister’s longing and loneliness, spoke one evening as the two sat at the table with genuine concern:

“Marytė, wouldn’t you like to start your life with someone close by?” he asked, taking a sip of steaming tea.

Marytė raised her eyes and smiled softly, but quickly dropped her gaze back to her hands.

“What do I know, brother,” she sighed. “All my years have been about work and caring for others. Who would want that?”

Jonas smiled and shook his head.

“Nonsense, Marytė. Look, Kazys is a good man. Strong, hard-working… It’s time for him to marry, and time for you to marry. You could think about him.”

Kazys was a friend of Jonas, a man with a good reputation in the village—he worked, owned his own land, and was considered a model man. They worked together in the collective farm warehouse. In addition, Kazys often visited Jonas to help him with some work, and Jonas thought that Kazys would be a good husband for his sister.

At first, Marytė had her doubts—she was not the kind of woman who would blindly marry just to avoid being alone. But eventually, after many conversations with her brother and her mother, she decided to give Kazys a chance.

Their wedding was modest but full of joy. The family gathered together, with lots of laughter, songs, and well-wishes. It seemed that Marytė had finally found her happiness. She settled into her husband’s home, began building her own household, took care of the farm chores, and believed their life would be a success.

When Marytė married Kazys, everyone thought she had a stable, promising future. Kazys was older, experienced, had a solid farm, and a place in the community. Marytė tried to be a good wife, took care of the house, kept the animals, and soon their family grew by two sons. The children were her joy and solace, but the marriage itself gradually became a duty—without the warmth and closeness that Marytė longed for. Kazys, although a hard-working man, never showed much tenderness or concern for Marytė. He was old-fashioned, thought that a woman’s place was in the home, that she had to do her duty, but did not think about her feelings. He rarely asked her how she was feeling and showed affection or gratitude even less often.

* * *

As the years passed, the children grew up, and Marytė felt increasingly trapped in a life that was never the fulfillment of her dreams. Then Albinas came into her life. He was younger, strong, bright, handsome, and, above all, attentive. He was from a neighboring village and often came to Paaluonys on business, and sometimes he would visit Marytė’s mother, with whom his family had a good relationship.

At first, it was just a chance encounter—a few polite words at the gate, a quick chat on market day, or a brief meeting of the eyes at the church during Sunday services. But as time went on, the meetings became more frequent, the conversations longer and longer, and Marytė began to feel something she had never experienced with Kazys. She didn’t want to cause a scandal or hurt her children, so she denied her feelings for a long time, hiding them even from herself. But Albinas was patient and gentle; he saw Marytė’s sadness and understood that she was not happy.

One day, when she was visiting her mother, Albinas suddenly walked in. His eyes shone with genuine concern when he said:

“Marytė, you cannot live like this just because you have to.’ Are you happy?”

Marytė was silent for a long time, looking out of the window into the distance, where the water of the brook glistened in the sun. She knew the right answer was “yes.” She had a family, children, a home… But her heart whispered something else.

“Happy?… I don’t know… I’ve forgotten what it means to be happy,” she admitted.

Albinas gently touched her hand and said softly:

“If you need me, I’ll be waiting. But you’re worth more than just duty. You are worth more than duty.”

It was a turning point. Marytė knew that such a thing would not be easily accepted in the countryside. Divorced women often received disapproving looks, gossip, perhaps even rejection from the community. But she felt that she could no longer live the way she used to. She and Kazys were still trying to preserve their relationship, but after this conversation, she knew the truth: Kazys was just a companion, not a beloved husband.

One evening, when the children had grown up, she spoke to Kazys.

“I can’t take it any more, Kazys,” she said calmly but firmly. “I want to live differently. I want to feel that I matter.”

Kazys did not immediately understand what was happening. He was a man who did not go into his feelings but accepted life as it was given to him. For him, a wife was part of the family who had to be there for him, no matter what. The idea that Marytė could leave him seemed impossible.

“Are you serious? After all these years? After everything?” There was more surprise than anger in his voice.

“Yes… I’ve been silent for too long, I’ve been pretending everything is fine for too long…”

Kazys was unable to stop her. He was angry, threatening, trying to persuade her, but finally he realized that Marytė had already made up her mind. And so she left—breaking village traditions, getting gossiped about, but for the first time in her life feeling that she was truly alive.

She and Albinas started a new family. Marytė finally experienced what she had always longed for—love, care, and tenderness. People talked, some even pointed fingers, but she didn’t care anymore—because she knew she had finally chosen herself. And her smile, after many years, became real.
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In the summer of 1950, Jonas came to Sakuoneliai on business. It was a village about four kilometers away from Paaluonys, famous for its former manor house and its youth outings. Jonas, who was already the main owner of his father’s farm and took care of the family’s affairs, rarely had a chance to relax, but when he heard about the outing at Sakuonėliai Manor, he decided to come and have a look.

The evening was warm and full of life. The air smelled of lilacs and hay, the music rang out across the neighborhood, and the young people milled around in pairs, laughing and chatting happily. Jonas was not one to be easily drawn into such merriment. He was already in his thirties, a man with eyes that had seen much, and a heart that still carried an old grudge. He had once lost his head over a girl, but she had married another. And since then, he had avoided getting too involved in such feelings. But this time, something stopped him.

Jonas was standing at a distance, watching the dancers, when he spotted her—Mikasė. Mikasė was young, twenty-five, with chestnut hair that fell loosely to her shoulders. Her face was open, full of life, and her laughter sounded light and carefree. She stood with her friends at the edge of the meadow, watching the dancers, sometimes joking or laughing. Jonas felt something strange. Not a heartbeat at first sight—no, it was something calmer. He just felt that she was different.

Mikasė also noticed Jonas—a strong, stocky man who stood a little lost, not like all the other men who were either already in the swirl of the dance or at least talking loudly to each other. She took her time to approach. In fact, she thought for just a moment that it would be interesting to know who he was. But Jonas did not come. He just stood there, his eyes following the dancers, and seemed to be somewhere else in his mind. So the first evening passed without words between them. But not the last.

A week later, there was another outing. Jonas, already back to his daily routine, still occasionally remembered that strange girl with a slight smile. He wondered to himself why her face popped up so easily in his memory.

This time, Mikasė noticed Jonas even earlier—again standing off to the side. This time, she did not resist. She walked closer and pretended to stop just to listen to the music, but after a few minutes, she took another step—this time straight towards him.

“Want to dance?” she asked suddenly, surprised at her own courage.

Jonas didn’t even answer right away. She wasn’t the first girl who had ever asked him to dance. But she was the first one in years that he looked at and… couldn’t think of a reason to refuse.

“Sure, but I can be a bit clumsy,” he said, a little embarrassed.

Mikasė smiled.

“No such thing. I will learn to cope.”

And they started dancing.

The first steps were clumsy. He still wasn’t sure he was doing the right thing. Not with the dance steps—with the feelings. But the longer they spun to the rhythm of the dance, the easier it became. After the first dance, Jonas was sure it would end here—as such episodes always did. But Mikasė didn’t think so. When she went back to her friends, she looked back and saw Jonas still standing where he had left her. But this time he wasn’t looking at the other dancers—he was looking at her. And in that moment, she knew—this man wasn’t going to flirt easily. If he felt anything, it would be serious. And for some reason, she felt it was right for her.

* * *

When Jonas set off on his bicycle to meet Mikasė, his thoughts were filled with both hope and anxiety. The road between Paaluonys and Vainikonys was not long—just a few kilometers—but the rough dirt track, with its potholes and stones, made the ride more difficult than he had imagined. His heart seemed to beat faster than the wheels were turning, and his mind spun with anticipation of what their first date might bring.

“I hope she doesn’t think I’m a bad conversationalist,” he muttered under his breath as he pedaled.

But the journey suddenly turned into an adventure. Just before reaching his destination, Jonas saw a carriage pulling out ahead. As he swerved to avoid it, he failed to notice a large stone in the road. Losing his balance, he toppled over, the bike crashing into the cart’s wheel. The impact sent him sprawling onto the roadside, his trousers—the only “party” trousers he owned—ripped wide open at the knee.

“Damn it!” Jonas laughed, sitting up and inspecting the gaping hole. “What will I look like now?”

For a moment, he sat there, torn between turning back or carrying on. At last, he decided to continue. With nothing else at hand, he tied his handkerchief around the tear, leaned the bent bicycle against a birch tree, and set off on foot—planning to collect the broken bike on his way home.

When Jonas showed up at the agreed pond, Mikasė was already waiting. She stood there wearing a simple but neat dress and a smile on her face. From a distance, she noticed Jonas’s confused look and slightly dirty face.

“What happened to you?” she asked, as Jonas approached her, carefully hiding the split knee of his trousers.

“Let’s say my bike doesn’t agree with this Crown Road,” he replied, trying to keep his humor. “And… sorry about my appearance.”

Mikasė barely suppressed her laughter when she saw the hole in his trousers, which was tied with a handkerchief.

“Well, at least you came,” she smiled. “That says a lot about your determination.”

They spent the evening chatting and joking. Jonas was sincere, and Mikasė felt that his simplicity and warmth made him special. When the date was over, Jonas offered to walk Mikasė home. However, the handkerchief didn’t keep the hole hidden for long, and just before saying goodbye, Mikasė noticed that his trousers looked pretty bad.

“Listen,” she said, hiding her smile behind her hand, “why don’t you bring those trousers over to me and fix them? I have a good pair of scissors I won at school, needles, and thread.”

Jonas was reluctant at first, but when he saw how serious she was, he agreed.

“OK, but don’t laugh when you see them up close,” he said.

The next day, Jonas brought the trousers to Mikasė, who quickly got to work. Her fingers moved deftly, the threads filling in the torn fabric beautifully. When Jonas returned to pick them up after the walk, he was surprised.

“Looks like new!” he exclaimed. “You really have golden hands!”

Mikasė just smiled.

“Well, now you won’t have any excuse to visit me again,” she replied, her eyes sparkling softly.

Jonas felt that their relationship was not just one of casual acquaintance, but one of mutual respect and sincerity. He continued to visit Mikasė, passing between Vainikonys and Paaluonys more and more frequently. The trousers that Mikasė fixed became a symbol of their history, a witness to a beginning full of warm moments and smiles. This complication only strengthened their bond, and although the road to love was still long, they both felt that the foundation of their relationship—sincerity, laughter, and mutual support—was very solid.
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The hut in the village of Rudakiai has always echoed with the laughter of children and the sound of a mother’s voice coming through the open window.

“Adomas, what are you yapping about again?” Antanas Brazauskas, Adomas’s father, turned to his youngest son, who was curiously watching his older brother neatly tying a straw foot. “If you want to become a farmer, you must learn to work faster!”

Adomas, still only ten years old, looked up and smiled playfully at his father. His hands were small, but he held the spade firmly.

“Father, one day I’ll do everything even faster than you!” he said, starting to tie his foot too.

From an early age, Adomas was a hardworking, curious, and lively boy. His mother would often see him running off to the meadows after finishing his chores, to study the plants or to watch the brook that meandered through Rudakiai.

“Adomas, come back!” his mother would call out through the open doorway when the boy was in the fields longer than usual.

* * *

These words were deeply imprinted on Adomas’s heart, shaping his approach to work and life. As an adult, Adomas decided that Rudakiai was too small for his dreams. In his early twenties, he moved to the village of Vainikonys, where he started from scratch. He built a small hut on fertile land and started farming. His hands, hardened by his childhood work, learned not only how to plow and sow, but also how to create his own life.

One evening, as Adomas sat on the doorstep of his newly built hut, he was approached by a neighbor.

“Adomas, why don’t you find a wife? A man without a family is like a tree without roots.”

Adomas looked silently into the distant field, where streaks of pink painted the horizon line.

“Maybe so,” he admitted. “But I need a woman who understands what it means to work from the heart.”

Adomas didn’t let go of this idea — he soon met Ona, from a neighboring village. She was a hard-working, caring woman who immediately won Adomas’s trust. Their marriage began simply but harmoniously. The two of them shared the farm work, and their home was soon filled with the comfort and peace of a shared life.

Unfortunately, their happiness was short-lived. She died in January 1924, aged just forty-eight, leaving behind Adomas and their only son, Kazimieras. The shadow of death weighed heavily on Adomas’s life. One evening, standing by the well, Adomas was talking to himself.

“What will I do now? My son is too young to help me. Without my wife, it’s as if I lose my heart.”

Kazimieras, a young boy at the time, stood by and looked silently at his father. Although he did not understand the gravity of life, he felt that his family had changed forever.

* * *

Just a few months after Ona’s death, Adomas decided to go one step further. Realizing that he needed not only help on the farm, but also a new companion in his life, he decided to marry for the second time. Already in March 1924, Adomas married Mikalina Balsytė, a young woman from the village of Prienai, near Čekiškė. It was the beginning of a new life for both him and Mikalina. Although their marriage did not begin out of love, they both tried to find a common language. Adomas, with his life experience, was patient, while Mikalina brought youthfulness and light to their everyday life. Gradually, they began to build a life together, where there was room not only for work but also for joy. This new beginning helped Adomas to regain his equilibrium—and the Vainikonys village hut was once again full of life.

The first years of their lives were spent adapting to each other. Adomas was used to making his own decisions, but Mikalina, although young, had her own opinions. Sometimes their conversations ended in short arguments, but they both understood that the most important thing was to maintain harmony in the family.

“Adomas, can we plant more wheat this year?” Mikalina once suggested, adding her own ideas to the farm’s plans.

Adomas looked at his young wife sceptically at first, but after a brief consideration, he nodded.

“OK, let’s try. But only if you help sow the seeds yourself,” he smiled, eager to see how Mikalina would get involved.

Thus, they gradually began to build a life together, based on mutual respect and patience.

In January 1925, Adomas and Mikalina had their first child together, a daughter, whom they named Mikalina after her mother, but further, in daily life, everybody called her Mikasė. She was born on a cold winter’s night, when the hut was lit by the light of a kerosene lamp and the wind was raging outside. Holding the tiny baby in her arms, Mikalina felt her life change. She was now not only a young wife but also a mother.

“You will be our future,” she said softly to her daughter as she slept peacefully in her arms.

Two years later, in March 1927, the family welcomed their second child, a son, Juozas. The boy was energetic and restless from an early age, and his nature often demanded more of Mikalina’s attention.

Adomas was proud of his children, but he was quite strict. He believed that children should learn how to work from an early age and understand what responsibility is.

* * *

Mikasė and Juozas grew up in the village of Vainikonys, surrounded by nature and the simple joys of rural life. Their childhood was full of games in the meadows, and their parents’ chores and worries reached them only as soft shadows. Mikasė became more responsible as she got older, while Juozas often got into mischief.

One summer day, they both ran into the pond, despite their mother’s warnings not to go alone.

“Juozas, come back, Mum will be angry!” said Mikasė, standing by the pond’s edge.

“Don’t be afraid, I’ll just tell you!” exclaimed Juozas, wetting his trousers to his knees.

When they got home, Adomas saw his son’s dirty shoes and just raised a stern eyebrow.

“Juozas, if you wanted to wade, why didn’t you at least take your shoes off?” he asked calmly, showing that he was not angry, but expected more responsibility.

Mikasė’s and Juozas’s relationship with their older brother Kazimieras was complicated. Kazimieras, who was almost fifteen years older, often felt more like his father’s assistant than a brother. He was strict and sometimes commanding, but took care of the younger ones in his own way.

One day, when Kazimieras came back from a long day’s work, he saw Juozas and Mikasė skipping around a freshly plowed field.

“Are you crazy? Father has just plowed!” he scolded them.

Mikasė lowered her eyes, and Juozas boldly retorted:

“But fun! Why are you always so angry?”

Kazimieras sighed deeply.

“When you are older, you will understand why it is important to protect what we have,” he said, and although his words were harsh, the children could feel the care.

Adomas and Mikalina were strong parents who gave their children a solid foundation. Their family was not rich, but they had everything they needed for life: hard-working hands, unity, and faith. The children saw their parents working the land, tending the animal,s and looking after each other. Family evenings were full of warmth.

After a hard day’s work, Adomas would often sit around the table with the children, telling them stories about his youth and the difficulties he had to overcome.

“Remember,” he used to tell the children, “no one will ever give you more than you earn.”

* * *

Mikasė was a child who saw the miracle in even the smallest discovery. Once, when she was just five, she found a nest of pearl snails under a huge tree and excitedly brought it to show her mother.

“Mum, look how pretty the pearls are!” she exclaimed, running across the yard and pointing to her discovery.

“These are snail eggs, child,” smiled the mother, gently patting her daughter’s head. “Nature has its own secrets. If you’re patient, you might even see little snails hatching from them.”

Mikasė patiently watched her discovery, waiting for the tiny creatures to appear. This was the first step in her love of nature and rural life.

Like all village children, Mikasė started learning responsibility early. When she was young, she would help her mother collect eggs from the hen house or feed the geese. In the summer, she and her brother Juozas would scratch the dew in the early morning when their mother told them to bring fresh milk from the cow.

“Mikasė, hold the bucket straight or half the milk will spill out,” mother would warn her as the girl hurried to the barn.

Mikasė happily took on all the tasks she was given. Although her small hands were sometimes too weak and her legs too short, she never complained. She was the pride of her parents—hard-working, attentive, and patient.

* * *

At the age of seven, Mikasė began attending Vytautėliai Primary School. The school was a modest wooden building, less than a kilometer from her home. Every morning, rain or shine, the children made the walk together, their laughter mingling with the crisp country air. Inside, a single classroom accommodated children of all ages, and the teacher, Vincas, patiently guided them through lessons in reading, writing, and arithmetic.

Mikasė quickly distinguished herself. She learned to read and write with ease, showed curiosity about mathematics, and was fascinated by the natural sciences. Watching her write her first complete sentence, teacher Vincas smiled warmly:

“Mikasė, you are a very diligent girl. If you keep this up, you will achieve more in life than most others.”

The words ignited a spark in her. Though school days often left her exhausted, Mikasė would rush home to complete her homework, determined to be ready for the next day.

Yet school was more than lessons—it was a place of childhood joy. After classes, the children ran across the yard to play games of catch or tug-of-war, the soft grass cushioning their falls. Sometimes these playful moments ended with a scraped knee or a torn dress, but Mikasė returned home each day smiling, her mind filled with stories to share.

* * *

One spring, the school-yard hosted a high jump competition, its prize a gleaming pair of scissors—a rare treasure. Mikasė’s friend, Elytė, whispered encouragement:

“Mikasė, you can win this! Your legs are like a deer’s—strong and swift!”

" I’ll try,” Mikasė replied, her heart racing with excitement and determination.

Jump after jump, she cleared the bar with ease, leaving her rivals behind. When the final jump was made, teacher Vincas clapped, announcing solemnly:

“Mikasė Brazauskaitė is the winner! Well done!”

The students erupted in applause as Mikasė received the prize. The teacher teased:

“Now you can sew for the whole family!”

Mikasė’s smile was radiant. That pair of scissors became her most cherished possession, a symbol of victory and her first taste of independence and accomplishment. Even in later years, she would treasure them, both for their practicality and the memory they held.

* * *

Juozas, two years younger, shared a close bond with his sister. When he began school, Mikasė often helped him, sharing snacks and patiently explaining lessons. Once, when Juozas struggled with a math problem, she guided him step by step:

“If you have five hens and each lays two eggs, how many eggs will that be?”

“Ten!” Juozas exclaimed triumphantly, as Mikasė smiled and helped him record the answer.

* * *

The Brazauskas household was a place where work and faith intertwined with daily life. Adomas and Mikalina impressed upon their children the importance of diligence, but also the deeper lesson of working with heart. Adomas often said:

“Mikasė, you must not only learn, but work from the heart. Only then will you have something meaningful to give others.”

Even while still at primary school, Mikasė found ways to contribute to the wider community. During the construction of the Kaunas Resurrection Church, small badges called “Bricks for the Church” were sold to raise funds. Each cost just ten cents. With pride and determination, Mikasė used her savings to buy several, feeling a part of something greater.

“Mum, I bought ‘bricks’ for the church!” she exclaimed upon returning home.

Mikalina smiled warmly:

“You’re very good, my child. This is your part in the holy work–you will remember it all your life.”

The small gesture carried great significance for Mikasė. It was a lesson that even modest contributions, made with intention, could leave a mark.

* * *

At fourteen, Mikasė left her family home in Vainikonys to work for the Sutkus family in nearby Blandžiai. They were known for their discipline and industriousness, and their large farm required capable hands. Mikasė quickly earned respect for her diligence and attentiveness, with her work ethic evident from the first day.

Days began before sunrise, with milking cows, feeding chickens, and preparing breakfast. Mr. Sutkus often praised her:

“Mikasė, your hands are enchanted. You work so swiftly and precisely, it seems the earth itself loves you.”

Her responsibilities extended to the fields—raking hay, planting and digging potatoes, and maintaining order in the barn. Hard work never drew a complaint from her. She became almost part of the family, her presence valued beyond mere labor.

The Sutkus’ daughter, Aldona, though much younger, quickly became Mikasė’s eager pupil. Mikasė taught her everything, from milking cows to tending the garden.

“Hold the hoe firmly, Aldona, but gently pull it from the ground. The earth will thank you, and your work will be easier,” she advised.

Aldona’s admiration for Mikasė grew, and their bond remained strong even when war and post-war upheavals scattered them across different villages. Aldona would always remember Mikasė as a protector and mentor.

* * *

Life around Blandžiai changed with the shifting tides of history. The German occupation, the Soviet government’s arrival, and the looming threat of deportation created an atmosphere of uncertainty. Farmers lived in limbo, awaiting instructions from new officials. Though young, Mikasė understood the tension, learning the value of calm and discretion.

Autumn 1946 brought personal sorrow: Mikasė’s mother passed away, a victim of the emotional toll left by the war. Feeling the responsibility to support her father, she returned to Vainikonys to help manage the family farm. Her presence was vital—not only for physical labor but also for the warmth and stability she brought to the household.

“Mikasė, you are a real blessing to our family,” Adomas said once, watching her tidy the barn. “Without you, we would be lost.”

Mikasė quietly took on her duties, like a lighthouse guiding a ship through stormy waters. Though she returned home, her ties with Aldona and the Sutkus family remained strong, maintained through letters and visits whenever possible. Aldona later wrote:

“Mikasė, you taught me so much. Without you, I wouldn’t be who I am.”

Though modest and unassuming, Mikasė took joy in knowing that her care and diligence had shaped not only her family’s life but also the lives of those around her.
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On a sunny spring morning in 1951, the bells of the Pernarava church echoed through the hills of the area, announcing the important day–the marriage of Jonas Maziliauskas and Mikasė Brazauskaitė. The awakening of nature seemed like a special sign that this day was not only the union of two people but also the beginning of a new life. The orchards around the village were already full of white apple and cherry blossom, their branches smelling of sweet nectar like outstretched hands. In the distance, the song of the blackbirds was heard; a light breeze swayed the yellow heads of the dandelions on the roadside; and in the courtyard of the Pernarava church, the lilacs were in full bloom, their scent thick in the air, mingled with the scent of the meadows in bloom. It seemed that the whole of nature was celebrating with the young people, that every twig twittered and every bird chirped was a wish for long and beautiful years together.

Jonas stood at the altar, his strong hands steady, but his eyes betrayed a certain anxiety—this was a big step, a big commitment. Mikasė entered the church wearing a light, simple but elegant dress that her friend Elytė had helped her make. The light from the church windows fell on her face, as if the day itself had decided to emphasize the specialness of the moment. Her hair was in a modest bun, and she was holding a small bouquet of lilacs.

The church was not overcrowded—their marriage was modest, with little noise and few guests, but it was solid and meaningful. Only immediate family, a few neighbors, and friends were present. The priest read the blessing, his voice calm and firm, while Jonas and Mikasė, standing side by side, felt each other’s warmth. When it was time to say the vows, Jonas took Mikasė’s hand and squeezed it a little harder, not to show authority, but to convey his assurance.

“Do you accept Jonas as your husband?” the priest asked.

Mikasė looked at Jonas, her heart fluttering. She could see that he wasn’t the kind of man who talked much or showed his feelings openly, but she knew that behind this reticence lay a deep concern and responsibility.

“I accept,” her voice was clear, soft but firm.

The priest nodded, then turned to Jonas:

“And do you accept her as your wife?”

Jonas did not hesitate. He had made up his mind.

“I accept,” he said in a firm voice.

When the priest pronounced them husband and wife, there was a brief moment of special silence in the church—the moment when two people begin their journey together. Mikasė softly pressed Jonas’s hand, her palm warm and slightly trembling. Her heart was beating fast—not out of fear, but out of excitement for all the changes ahead.

After the ceremony, as they walked through the church doors, a spring breeze blew in their faces, bringing the scent of lilacs and apple blossoms. Jonas looked back at Mikasė, his eyes devoid of euphoria, but with what mattered most: calm certainty.

“You are my wife now, Mikasė,” he said. “I promise to do my best to make us happy.”

Mikasė smiled and nodded. She didn’t know exactly what the future would bring, but she had a feeling—Jonas would be there.

* * *

After the church, the guests sat down at the Brazauskas’ modest wedding table, which was set with food prepared by Mikasė and her family—pickles, bacon, cheese, honey, bread, and cake, and homemade vodka poured into wooden glasses. Relatives congratulated the newlyweds ,and elders wished them a fruitful year and a large family.

“Life for two is like two oxen under the same yoke—if one stops, the other will pull back,” a relative preached with a smile, causing a cheerful commotion.

“Just watch out, Jonas, that your heart doesn’t harden like your father’s,” joked one of his acquaintances, referring to Vladislovas’ stern and stubborn manner.

Jonas just smiled, and Mikasė felt at peace around this man. There might not be great passions or romantic confessions, but the most important thing would be respect and a firm foundation underfoot.

As the day drew to a close, Jonas and Mikasė looked at each other. Olive petals fell silently on their shoulders, as if nature itself were blessing their union. They both understood that this day was just the beginning, and that real life would begin tomorrow, when they would both return to everyday life as a family.

* * *

After sitting down, Jonas hitched up the horses, which were raking the hay tied to the wagon, and together with Mikasė set off for Paaluonys. In the carriage were only a few of her most important belongings—a bundle of clothes, a few books, and… the tailor’s scissors she had kept since childhood. Jonas led the horse calmly, but inside him, thoughts of how his life would change were brewing.

“Now Paaluonys will be your home too,” said Jonas, as the cart rolled through the familiar fields. “Father’s hut is simple but strong. It can be the beginning of our family.”

Mikasė looked at the farmhouse in the distance, where Jonas’s father had built a hut. Although she felt a slight sense of unease, there was also a spark of hopeful joy in her heart.

Family members were waiting for them at Jonas’s homestead: his stepmother, Kazimiera, his brothers Zenas and the youngest one, Vytas, who was still a teenager, his sister Marytė, and a few relatives. The stepmother, dressed neatly but without any formal decorations, met them in the courtyard, her gaze intently assessing her young daughter-in-law.

“Welcome,” Kazimiera said coldly, but with a polite nod. “You will live in our home now. I hope you know your work.”

“Thank you for welcoming me,” Mikasė replied calmly, feeling that she would have to win her stepmother’s favor.

Jonas entered the hut with Mikasė. Inside, it was tidy, but unadorned–his father’s death less than a year ago was still felt in the atmosphere of the house. Bread, butter, cheese, and other simple rustic dishes were placed on the table. There was no traditional feast because of the mourning, but the small gathering was cozy. Stepmother Kazimiera, although polite, was obviously cautious with her new daughter-in-law. She spoke briefly, mostly about homework and duties.

“It’s not easy living in one kitchen,” she said, addressing Mikasė. “Everything has to be maintained. But if you manage it well, we’ll get along.”

“I’ll do my best,” Mikasė replied confidently.

Brothers Zenas and Vytas shook Jonas’s hand.

“Well, Jonas, now you’re with a real hostess!” smiled Zenas.

“And I wish you, Mikasė, strength, our Jonas is a tough man,” joked Vytas, causing laughter at the table.

Marytė, who was still single herself, felt a little jealous, but still wished her brother happiness.

“It’s a good thing Jonas found such a hard-working wife,” she said, adding, “But you, Mikasė, will have to get used to this place.”

Dinner was quiet. There were no songs and dances due to the recent death of Jonas’s father, but the family talked about life, future plans, and farm work. Jonas, though he spoke little, kept his eyes searching for Mikasė’s gaze, as if to assure her that everything would be fine.

When dinner was over and the guests began to disperse, Jonas took Mikasė to their room—small but cozy, with windows looking out.

“This is our home now, Mikasė,” Jonas said quietly when they were left alone. “We will build it together.”

Mikasė looked at him and replied gently:

“I don’t doubt it, Jonas.”

This quiet and simple beginning was the foundation for their life together—a life that was not easy, but full of trust, care, and warmth.

* * *

Life in the home of Jonas’s stepmother Kazimiera, was a difficult phase in Mikasė’s life. At first, Mikasė tried to be polite and obedient as a newcomer to the house, but Kazimiera felt insecure, even though she did not show it openly. She was used to being the main hostess, and the new daughter-in-law, who now shared this role, confused her. Kazimiera was always finding something to cling to. If Mikasė didn’t put the firewood in the wood stove properly or prepare dinner quickly enough, she would immediately receive a sharp comment.

“I was the mistress here when you first came into the world,” Kazimiera pointed out one day when Mikasė was trying to tidy up the pantry.

“I just want to make things more comfortable,” Mikasė replied calmly, but she could feel the tension rising inside.

Mikasė tried to be understanding, but the constant reproaches, especially when Jonas was not home, left her bitter. Over time, tensions grew, and the women became increasingly abusive.

“Why are you doing this here? We did things differently!” Kazimiera said sternly one day when Mikasė was rearranging shelves in the kitchen.

“I wanted to make it easier to cook. After all, it’s just the two of us working here now,” Mikasė said, trying to keep her voice under control.

“You want to change too much here,” Kazimiera retorted. “Houses don’t change in a day, and neither do people.”

Mikasė realized that she couldn’t live in such tension for long. In the evening, when Jonas came home from work, she sat down next to him and said frankly:

“Jonas, we have to find our place. Your stepmother is your family, and I respect her, but we need our own home.”

Jonas was silent for a few moments, but his eyes betrayed that he was already thinking about it.

“Actually, Mikasė, I’ve already heard that the old Maskvyčiai garden is for sale in the neighborhood. The house there was burnt down, but the household buildings, like a barn, granary, hayloft and the old shack remain. We could start there.”

* * *

Soon, Jonas took action. The Maskvyčiai’ orchard, which they had run since buying it from Jonas’s uncle Kazimieras, was part of the Paaluonys Manor, with large maple trees and rows of apple and cherry trees. Although the main house was completely destroyed in a fire, the outbuildings and the garden’s beauty remained intact.

“This place is ideal,” said Jonas when he first showed Mikasė the farmhouse. “We can turn this old shack into a dwelling.”

“It’s the perfect place,” smiled Mikasė, looking out over the Aluona stream, which flowed calmly alongside the garden.

Jonas quickly reached an agreement with the former owners and soon began work. Using old boards and newly bought materials, Jonas and Mikasė transformed an old shack into a cozy living dwelling. They lined the walls with light-coloured wallpaper made from old logs, and where there was not enough, they used old newspapers they found in his father’s granary. The windows were decorated with handmade curtains that Mikasė sewed with her childhood scissors.

* * *

When Jonas and Mikasė moved to their new home near Aluona, they found themselves embraced by the beauty of nature and the tranquillity of this special corner of the world. The Aluona stream, winding past their homestead, was the true gem of the landscape. In places, its banks rose steeply, shaded by tall lime and willow trees. Now and then, the stream widened into deep pools where the water lay calm and still, like a mirror. Fish leaped so frequently–sometimes even terns joined them–that it seemed they could be caught by hand.

One evening, after returning from field work, Jonas showed Mikasė how easy it was to catch a fish.

“Look,” he said, dipping a basket of potatoes into one of the pools. He scraped it across the bottom and pulled out a few fish that wriggled as if trying to slip away. “The water runs out, but the fish stay. Here is Aluona’s gift to us.”

Mikasė smiled as she watched Jonas rejoice, and she felt happy to have a place where life seemed to merge with nature.

The old garden of Paaluonys Manor, where they settled, was as impressive as the beauty of the stream. The huge apple trees, with their thick trunks and wide branches, testified to the long decades, if not centuries, that they had fed people. There were many varieties of apple trees here. Their fruit was not only sweet, but also a symbol of a fruitful life. The large, sour apples were perfect for pies, while the sweet, juicy ones were a real treat for children.

There was a large pear tree just to the right of the farmhouse entrance. It was so old and so wide that its evening shadow covered almost half of the courtyard. In midsummer, its branches were heavy with golden pears that fell at the slightest breeze.

“This pear tree,” Jonas said jokingly one day, “probably knows more stories about this place than all of us put together.”

The garden was full of cherries and plums, their fruit attracting not only the family but also the birds. Plums, dark blue and sweet, were Mikasė’s favorite snack.

The old estate road ran alongside the garden, behind the fence. It had once been paved with stones, but now the remnants of the pavement were hidden among grass and moss. Villagers often said that the landlords’ carriages used to drive along this road. A newer, though potholed, dirt road now ran alongside the garden on the other side, but the past still lived on in the twists and turns of the old way.

The courtyard was connected to the rest of the estate by a small driveway, which ran between the woodshed behind the barn and the dwelling. Beyond the woodshed and barn lay a dug-out peat bog, locally called the “šoželka,” which filled with water only in spring and autumn or after heavy rains. At other times, it was nearly dry and became a concert arena for a flock of frogs. Past this hollow, the road joined the old manor lane lined with birches, passed the crumbling manor foundations, and continued past the homesteads of the Jankūnas’ brothers, Anupras and Kazys, before heading towards Pernarava town.

* * *

For Jonas and Mikasė, moving into the old manor grounds was not only a symbol of a new beginning but also of a new philosophy of life. They tidied up the old shack—laid the floor with boards, papered the walls, and patched gaps with old newspapers. This led to much laughter and inconvenience later, because mice could often be heard running behind the paper. The cat would leap at the wall at the sound of scratching, tear through the paper, and catch the mouse. Afterward, the wallpaper was “repaired.” The windows were covered with light, handmade curtains.

Their home was simple but cozy, and the surrounding nature made their lives complete. Every evening, sitting outside their new hut, they would listen to the sound of the Aluona stream and the birds in the gardens.

And so they began a new chapter in their lives—a place where the beauty of nature and the history of the estate merged into one harmonious picture.
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When Kęstutis was born in March 1953, Jonas and Mikasė’s life suddenly turned upside down. The first-born brought great joy, but Jonas and Mikasė soon realized that their daily routine would become much more intense.

Kęstutis was a calm baby from the start. He slept for long stretches, rarely cried and quickly got used to the family routine.

“Mikasė, he is so calm!” Jonas said, smiling, holding Kęstutis in his arms. “I think he is as serious as his dad.”

“Well, maybe he’s serious, but he’s still my little joy,” Mikasė replied, gently stroking the baby’s cheek. “Jonas, look at his little hands.”

Jonas, who was always busy working in the warehouse, tried to return home as often as possible. When he had a free moment, he would take Kęstutis in his arms and talk to him.

“Here, Kęstutis, you will grow up and work the land with me,” Jonas used to jokingly say. “I will teach you everything I know.”

Just a year later, in May 1954, another son, Antanas, joined the family. This time, life became a little more complicated. Antanas was a much more active baby than Kęstutis. He cried a lot, slept poorly, and demanded more attention.

“Jonas, now you wouldn’t say that babies are quiet,” laughed Mikasė, holding Antanas in her arms and trying to collect Kęstutis’s toys with her other hand.

“He does have a voice,” said Jonas, who had just returned from work and heard Antanas crying loudly. “But he is a real fighter.”

Kęstutis, meanwhile, remained calm and quietly watched his little brother from his cot. Sometimes, when Antanas was crying during the day, Kęstutis would come over and get his toy.

“Mum, give him my horse. Will he stop?” he would say seriously, trying to help.

In June 1956, little Regina joined the family. Her birth brought even more joy to the house. Regina immediately became the light of the family–Jonas called her the little princess, and Mikasė was happy to have a daughter to help raise.

Regina was quiet, like her older brother Kęstutis, but her smile could win anyone’s heart. Kęstutis and Antanas were very attached to their little sister. Kęstutis would often stand by her bedside, making sure no one disturbed her sleep.

Antanas, meanwhile, was sometimes jealous of his little sister’s attention, but when he saw how Kęstutis was treating her, he tried to follow his example.

“Mum, can I rock her too?” he asked once, as he watched Mikasė swing Regina in her arms.

“Of course, Antanas, but just be very careful,” she said, helping him.

* * *

One afternoon, when Regina was almost a year old, Mikasė went out to feed the animals, leaving the three children inside. As usual, she barricaded the door with a wide board to prevent the boys from running outside. When she came back, lost in her thoughts, she forgot the board and got stuck behind it. Mikasė fell heavily to the floor, spreading her arms.

“Mama!” shouted Kęstutis, running up to her. His eyes were full of fear. “Mama, did you die? Will you get up?”

Antanas froze, holding the toy in his hand. Regina started crying from her cot. A few minutes later, Mikasė carefully got up, still feeling pain, and patted Kęstutis’s head.

“It’s all right, baby, Mummy’s just caught a cold,” she said, trying to reassure him.

“I was afraid something had happened to you…” said Kęstutis quietly.

“You’re very caring,” Mikasė said, smiling.

* * *

The pile of sand in the yard was the real world of the little brothers, Kęstutis and Antanas. Here they built bridges, dug tunnels, and made tractors, trucks, and other “machines” out of pieces of wood. But their biggest dream was an actual flatbed car. It cost 25 kopecks—a sum that seemed enormous for their family budget. Therefore, such toys were more than a rarity; they were a dream that the boys were trying to realize.

Since their parents did not provide money for such “luxuries,” the brothers considered another way to earn their own. To encourage them to weed their gardens, their mother offered them two kopecks for every bed they weeded. This became a real incentive for the children to work. Each kopeck earned was carefully stored in matchboxes, which the brothers kept hidden from prying eyes.

After weeks of work, when the boxes finally contained 73 kopecks, the brothers decided to buy a special toy—a dump truck. They gave the money to their mother, who was on her way to Ariogala, and looked forward to her return. When their mother brought the toy of their dreams, the brothers could not believe their eyes. It was a true marvel of technology—a small green car, the body of which could move and dump its “load.” The sandy hill in the backyard became a huge construction site, where the tipper carried the “load” from one place to another. It was the greatest entertainment of their childhood.

But there was one problem—their dad. He was of the strict opinion that children’s activities should be about work and responsibilities, not toys. Therefore, the brothers were always on the lookout for their dad’s return from work. As soon as they spotted him, they would quickly hide their car in the tall grass behind the fence.

“Faster, Antanas, he’s coming through the gate!” Kęstutis would shout, throwing down the sand shovel and grabbing the little car.

“Shh, be quiet! They’ll hear!” whispered Antanas, pulling the dump truck into the grass.

When Dad entered the yard, the brothers would pretend to be busy doing other things, like scratching grass for the chickens or building another “tractor” out of planking. These games were not only a pastime, but also the first lesson in the value of money and the importance of work. The boys learned to save, plan, and achieve their goals.

Although they hid their toys from their dad, the hours spent on the sand hill became an important part of their childhood, full of creativity, dreams, and brotherly work. The self-driving car and the sand hill were their world, where they learnt their first lessons in life and dreamt of what they could achieve if they really wanted to.

Despite the difficulties, growing up brought Jonas and Mikasė closer together. In the evenings, when all three children were asleep, they would often sit by the fire and share the day’s experiences.

“Sometimes it seems like the day will never end,” Mikasė used to say, mixing up a bowl of cereal for the next day.

“But when I see them grow up, I realize that all the effort is worth it,” Jonas added, looking at the children’s beds.

These simple evenings and warm conversations became the basis of their family life. Jonas and Mikasė knew that even in the most difficult times, they would have each other and their children as their greatest joy and treasure.
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The winter of 1956, which enveloped the village of Paaluonys, was unusually cold and cruel. The blizzard raged with all its might, as if nature itself was angry with the people. The whistling of the wind tore at the branches of the trees, which crunched under its blows, as if trying to hold out against the irresistible element. The snow clouds rose into the air and drifted like a frantic white dust, barely separating the road from the fields. High snowdrifts stood on the roadside like sculptures of nature, and the snowflakes, frolicking in the wind, resembled living creatures dancing a chaotic dance. The road was barely visible. A step to the side could mean falling into the abyss. The darkness was overwhelming, pierced only by the pale moon’s reflection through the swirling curtain of snowflakes. The blizzard drowned out all sound, with only the howling of the wind and the occasional crunch of branches above the waving snow.

The horse pulling the sleigh struggled to make its way through the deep layers of snow. Its hooves sank deep into the snow, and its hot breath created short haloes of white steam.

Jonas and his closest neighbors were sitting in the corners, huddled together in their fur coats and woolen scarves. The men were silent—the roar of the blizzard was so loud there was no point in talking. From time to time, Jonas cast a glance at the road, but his view was almost completely obscured by the cold and snow. The blizzard had transformed everything into a white world of chaos, where the boundaries between road and field, between sky and earth, were all but gone.

Jonas and his neighbor Vincas were returning by sled from Čekiškė, where they had been on business. They were taking a few groceries and household items. The journey was not long, but the combination of blizzard and darkness forced the horse to walk slowly, carefully wading through the deserted roads.

After getting into the sleigh, the men made themselves more comfortable in the front, while their neighbor Ona, who was sitting in the back, wore a scarf against the wind. The journey was boring and monotonous. The hooting of the crowd, the howling of the wind, and the usual rhythm of the horse’s footsteps were hypnotic, even calming. Jonas, sitting at the reins, nodded his head forward. Vincas, wrapped in his cloak even more tightly, was also snoozing. The men had risen early in the morning for the long journey.

The horse, knowing the way, pulled the sleigh on until suddenly silhouettes emerged—one or two human beings wandering in the snow. The horse, noticing the obstacle, turned sideways, but the back of the sled hit the woman. Ona, who could not see much through her frosted shawl and the blizzard, saw one of them fall into the snow and cry out something, apparently in pain.

“Stop!” shouted Ona, sitting in the back. “Can’t you see?”

But Jonas and Vincas did not react. Perhaps the blizzard had drowned out her voice, perhaps the men were still in a state of slumber… The horse, frightened by the shouts, picked up the pace, stumbling through the deep drifts. She kept shouting, trying to wake them up, but only after a few turns did Jonas turn away from a blow to his back from Vincas.

“Jonas, stop! What happened there?” Vincas asked nervously.

Jonas opened his eyes and flicked the reins. The horse stopped. They both looked back, puzzled, but the blizzard was so thick that nothing could be seen.

“Ona, what was it?” Jonas finally spoke, turning his head to his neighbor.

“Like what? Looks like we hit a woman! Didn’t you hear her scream?” she was angry.

“Has she stood up?” Jonas asked.

“It looked like someone had come and picked her up, but I didn’t really see anything in the blizzard,” she said. “But how could you go on?”

“I…” Jonas cringed, his voice sounding breathless. “I don’t remember what I heard… Or maybe I didn’t hear anything…”

Jonas handed Vincas the reins, got out of the sled himself, and walked around the bend, backed up a little more, but saw no one alive.

“Maybe nothing happened and they went away?” Jonas thought, and then, silently walking back, he got back on the sleigh and muttered: “After a hundred pipes, there’s nothing more, maybe nothing serious.”

The atmosphere in the sled became tense and gloomy. The rest of the way, they drove in silence.

* * *

A few days later, police officers arrived at Jonas’s house. It turned out that the woman who had been hit by the sled had been injured—her leg was broken. Although Ona said that the woman was picked up and probably taken to the nearest farmhouse, the incident did not end without consequences.

The injured woman’s relatives appealed to the authorities, and Jonas was put on trial for negligence causing grievous bodily harm. The aggravating circumstance was that the woman was left on the road while the perpetrator drove off.

The trial in Ariogala was short but intense. Witnesses’ testimonies were contradictory: Ona claimed that she saw the sled hit the woman and shouted for it to stop, but Jonas did not stop—maybe he was dozing, maybe he did not hear. Jonas defended himself, saying that the blizzard had drowned out all sounds.

“I didn’t really hear it,” Jonas pleaded in court. “And if I had, I would have stopped. How could I leave a man in the snow?”

The judge, while appreciating Jonas’s apology, was harsh and merciless. He sentenced him to four years in prison in Archangelsk on charges of negligence and fleeing the scene.

* * *

Jonas was brought to Archangelsk Prison in autumn, as the next winter approached. In winter, snow drifts reach the height of the windows, and the cold outside them drops to –40 °C. This was the far north of Russia, where the days were short and the nights were long and bitingly cold.

The prison was a gloomy, massive building whose thick red brick walls kept out not only the prisoners but also the constant damp and cold. As soon as he crossed the threshold, Jonas felt the cold coming in from every crevice and the atmosphere of heavy despair.

The prison was home to a wide range of people, from the most serious criminals to political prisoners, whom the Soviet authorities called “enemies of the people.” It quickly became clear to Jonas that the fates of these people were as varied as their characters. Some were convicted of petty crimes, others for political speech or alleged resistance to the authorities. There were intellectuals, teachers, farmers, but there were also murderers and robbers.

“Newcomer?” asked a man with a menacing face when Jonas was first ushered into the common room. “Are you a ‘political’ or a simple ‘perpetrator’?”

“I accidentally hit a man with my sled…” said Jonas quietly, trying to stay calm.

“Then you’re one of the easiest cases here,” the man laughed. “But don’t expect it to make any difference.”

The prison cell was cold and cramped. The wooden beds, stacked several high, were uncomfortable, and the nights were even harder under the thin blankets. Food rations were minimal–liquid soup, porridge, and sometimes a piece of bread.

* * *

The work in prison was exhaustingly hard: chopping firewood, shoveling snow, taking out the garbage. Although the conditions were harsh, Jonas stood out for his neatness and talents. He never complained and did his work quickly and thoroughly. This did not go unnoticed. The warden, an elderly man with a hard look and a firm posture, noticed Jonas. One morning, as Jonas was cleaning the yard, a warden approached him.

“Maziliauskas, come here,” he said gruffly. “The boss wants to see you.”

Jonas didn’t know what to expect, but he followed the supervisor into the administration building. The warden’s office was warmer than the rest of the prison. There was a picture of Lenin on the walls, a large typewriter on the desk, and papers neatly arranged.

“You’re Maziliauskas, right?” the boss asked, without looking up from his papers.

“Yes, Chief,” replied Jonas.

“I saw your file. It’s a simple crime, but you know, everyone here is a prisoner, no matter what the reason. But I can see that you’re a decent person—that’s who I like to have around. You’ll be working here from now on. You’ll clean and heat the rooms, take care of the firewood and other small jobs.”

Jonas, realizing that this was an opportunity to improve his situation, just nodded. Working in the boss’s office, Jonas had the opportunity to stay in warmer rooms and eat slightly better food than the rest of the staff. He would bring in firewood every morning, light the stove, clean the floors, and sometimes even make the boss some tea.

“Well, Maziliauskas, you really know your job,” said the boss once, watching Jonas carefully cleaning his desk. “Maybe when you finish your sentence, you will come back here to work as a member of staff?”

Jonas smiled, but answered directly:

“No, boss. I will return to my rural life. My family and my land are waiting.”

The boss just nodded, understanding Jonas’s desire for freedom.

But even the easier work did not make up for the difficulties. Jonas saw how other prisoners, especially “enemies of the people,” suffered from cold and hunger. Sometimes he would hear prisoners moaning from the cellars where the most severely punished were kept. His heart was torn by thoughts of his family — how Mikasė managed alone with her children, how she struggled to survive.

* * *

It was not easy for Jonas in Archangelsk. The winds were biting, the prison yard was constantly covered with a crust of ice, and the prisoners were spinning their wheels, as if they had forgotten that they were once free. But Jonas did not let himself lose hope. His mind kept returning to the banks of the Aluona River, his orchard with its apples, and his home with the laughter of his children.

Letters were the only refreshment and connection to home. Jonas used to write them to Mikasė, trying to bridge the distance between him and his family. The letters were warm, full of care and love. Jonas tried to convey strength and hope through his words.

“Mikasė,” he wrote in one of his letters, “protect yourself and our children. Don’t forget that I am always with you, even though I am far away. Tell the children that Daddy will be back and that they must be good and listen to you.”

Letters were not just text. Jonas tried to put a little joy in each envelope — pictures. They were of flowers, animals, or even landscapes. On each picture, Jonas wrote a name — “Kęstutis,” “Antanas,” “Regina.” These pictures became a treasure for the children. When the letter reached home, the children would eagerly open it, waiting not only for their dad’s words but also for the little colored gifts.

“This one is mine!” Antanas would exclaim happily when he found his name on a card with a picture of a horse.

“And flowers for me again!” smiled Regina, gently stroking the colorful card.

“I will keep this one for life!” Kęstutis would add, carefully placing the picture in the box.

These little things connected Jonas to his family, giving everyone warmth and reminding them that he was doing everything he could to come back. Each letter to Mikasė was like a small promise that life would go on.

Jonas sometimes wrote about his daily life in Archangelsk, though he kept many details to himself. He did not want Mikasė to worry over his difficulties. He wrote about the warden’s office, which he supervised, and the prison yard, whose cold he could not forget. But most of the time, he painted a brighter picture in his letters—of what they would do when he returned.

One evening, when Jonas locked the boss’s office and went out into the icy courtyard, his eyes fell on the starry sky. The cold made his hands numb, but in his mind’s eye, he could see the water of the Aluona flowing along the apple orchard and his children smiling outside the house.

“I’ll be back,” Jonas said quietly to himself. “And we will be together again.”

This promise to himself was the source of his strength. Despite the cold, the harshness, and the longing, Jonas carried a hope that was alive in every letter, in every picture, and in every thought about his family.

* * *

Jonas’s days in Archangelsk Prison were slow, but working in the warden’s office gave him not only easier conditions but also hope. One winter morning, while doing paperwork in the warden’s office, he overheard a conversation between two prison guards.

“So how about that Nikonov? Will he ‘save’ another year?” one of them asked.

“Yes— for good behavior and work, they wrote off a third of the sentence,” replied another. “If you work for the boss and try hard, you have a chance. But not everyone is cut out for it.”

Jonas froze. A spark ignited in his heart. Could he, too, have a chance to shorten his sentence?

In the evening, when he was stoking the stove in the boss’s office, he decided to ask:

“You are the boss,” said Jonas. “I have a question about early release. Is it true that good behavior and work can result in a shorter sentence?”

The boss looked up from his papers. His stern face was hard to read.

“That’s right, Maziliauskas,” he replied after a short pause. “There is a procedure. But it is not a guarantee. You have to be a good worker and behave impeccably. And you have to earn my recommendation. Think of it as a reward for exceptional dedication.”

Jonas nodded, feeling newly motivated. He knew he had to keep trying, not only for himself but also for his family. The thought of being able to return to Mikasė and the children a year, or at least six months earlier, became his main goal.

From that day on, Jonas worked even harder to do his job flawlessly. Every morning, he was the first to show up at the office, bringing firewood and cleaning the premises so thoroughly that the floor shone. He also handled the paperwork, and his neat, clear handwriting became well known among the administrative staff. Once, the boss praised Jonas to the supervisor:

“This man is a role model. If everyone worked like him, life here would be simpler.”

Jonas tried to avoid conflicts with other prisoners. Although life among the various criminals and political prisoners was difficult, he treated everyone with respect, sometimes even helping out with small favors, such as sharing warm water or advice.

Six months later, the boss contacted Jonas himself:

“Maziliauskas, I see your efforts. I mean to recommend you for early release. If you continue as you are, we can write you off for at least six months. But remember—one false step and it will be lost.”

Jonas felt relief in his heart. He thanked the boss, but replied with respect:

“Thank you, Chief. I will not betray your trust.”

Since then, Jonas concentrated even more on his work. Every evening, after a long day’s work, he would look up at the evening sky and think of home. His motivation never waned — the possibility of returning to his family sooner filled him with hope.

* * *

After Jonas’s departure to Archangelsk, Mikasė was left alone with three small children and many responsibilities. Although life in the countryside had accustomed her to hard work, it was extremely difficult to look after the house, the children, the livestock, and the small patch of land alone. But she found strength not only in herself but also in the people around her.

Neighbors were like a big family, especially in hard times. When Mikasė was left alone, the neighbors quickly got their bearings and started helping. Their neighbor Juozas would often bring firewood or hay, and the women would sometimes bring potatoes, cereals, or milk when they had more for their families.

“Mikasė, I’ve brought some firewood for the winter,” Juozas once said as he unloaded a small wagon in the yard. “If you need more, just tell me.”

“Thank you, Juozas—you saved me,” Mikasė smiled, though her eyes were tired.

Neighbors also helped look after the children when Mikasė had to go to the garden or take care of the animals. They used to look after little Regina so that Mikasė could work more quietly.

“The little one is very beautiful,” said their neighbor Ona, stroking Regina’s hair. “I’ll look after her—go and tidy up, Mikasė.”

Mikasė’s brother Juozas, who lived in Kėdainiai, was the biggest help. He tried to come at least once a month, and sometimes more often when he could. Juozas was a strong man who was used to hard work, so every time he came, he would start working without being asked.

Mikasė used to get up early, before sunrise. Her first job was to take care of the animals. A cow, ten chicken,s and a couple of pigs lived in a small barn.

“It’s going to be a long day today,” she said quietly to herself one morning as she tied her scarf and picked up her bucket.

First, she would go to milk the cow. On a cold winter morning, the barn would be freezing, the cow’s breath turning into white clouds. The cow would stand still, and her warm milk would flow into a metal bucket. Sometimes Mikasė would speak gently to the animal.

“Well, well, cow, give us some milk to feed the children,” she murmured, gently stroking the cow’s side.

When the work in the barn was finished, Mikasė would take a bucket of milk to the kitchen, scoop it up, and divide it into two parts. She would use one part of the milk to make sour cream and butter, and leave the rest for the children.

Now, in the days of collective farms, the family farm, however small—just 60 acres of land—was the family’s main source of livelihood. Every day, there was work to be done, and you couldn’t put it off, because any delay could mean a bad harvest or unforeseen problems.

Much of the land near the house was used for gardens and potatoes. In the spring, Mikasė would start working in the fields—first, with the help of Juozas, she would plow the land, then plant vegetables in the beds: beetroots, carrots, cabbage, peas, onions, cucumbers, and tomatoes.

But the family’s main pride and joy was potatoes. They were needed in abundance, both for food and to feed the pigs.

One warm spring afternoon, when Juozas came to help, they were preparing the ground for planting potatoes together.

“Mikasė, throw the potatoes straight into the furrow,” said Juozas, holding the plow handles firmly. “The potatoes will grow bigger if the furrow is straight.”

“I’m trying, Juozas, but it’s not so easy to work without Jonas,” Mikasė sighed, pulling seed potatoes from her bag…

Once the gardens were full, hoeing, weeding, and harvesting would begin in late summer and early autumn. That was the biggest challenge. In September, Mikasė and her children would work almost every day in the fields, cutting cabbage heads, digging beetroot, or potatoes.

“Mum, look at that giant potato!” Kęstutis once exclaimed, pointing to a huge potato that barely fit in his hands.

Mikasė just laughed and gently patted her son.

“Well done, Kęstutis! Put it in the bag. These potatoes will feed us all winter!”

Mikasė grew cereals in a small rye field, from which she ground flour and baked bread. Rye sown in autumn was the least maintenance-intensive. When the rye harvest came around, she would call her neighbors for help.

“Mikasė, I’ll help you cut the rye,” their neighbor Juozas used to say.

“And I’ll help you tie the harvested rye into sheaves,” their neighbor Alytė would add, tying her scarf.

Women worked shoulder to shoulder, tying the sheaves behind the cutters.

“Mom, I’ll help!” Antanas cried, trying to lift a sheaf of rye, but it was too heavy.

“You’re still too small, my child, but when you grow up, you’ll be as strong as your daddy,” Mikasė would say, smiling.

In winter, the workload didn’t decrease. Mikasė had to feed the animals, chop firewood, stoke the stove, and cook food for the children. Once, when the snow covered the whole yard, she was digging a path to the barn with Kęstutis and Antanas.

“Mum, the snow is taller than me!” Antanas shouted happily.

“Well, what do we do? Let’s find a way!” Mikasė said, handing the boys small shovels.

Even though everyday life was hard, Mikasė found time to enjoy the little moments. She taught her children how to count, sang lullabies to Regina, and baked cakes when Juozas came to visit. Her strength was unwavering, and life’s difficulties only strengthened her resolve to ensure that her family would thrive and await Jonas’s return.
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On a cold winter morning in 1960, everything in the village of Paaluonys was shrouded in oppressive silence. The snow glistened like precious stones, and the wide road to Mikasė and the children’s home was barely visible through the drifts.

On the distant horizon, a sleigh appeared, drawn by horses through the snowdrifts. Three men were sitting on the sleigh—one of them, wearing a fur hat, was holding the reins, the other was sitting next to him, and the third man was holding two brown suitcases wrought in metal. It was Jonas. After crossing the Aluona Bridge and climbing uphill to the backyard path, the sleigh stopped on the road. Jonas shook the driver’s hand and got out of the sleigh, his boots sinking into the slushy snow. He was holding the same suitcases he had left with. His posture was calm, but his face reflected both fatigue and anxiety. Something in his eyes spoke of longing, suffering, and joy all at once.

By that time, Mikasė was already standing at the window. Her heart was pounding so hard that it seemed the whole house could hear it. The children—Kęstutis, Antanas, and little Regina—crowded around her, guessing what was happening.

“Is that Dad?” Regina asked in a barely audible voice, putting her hand over the glass to get a better view.

Kęstutis, already seven years old, tried to keep his composure, but his clasped hands betrayed his excitement.

“Yes, that’s him,” Mikasė said quietly. There was both joy and secret anxiety in her voice.

The door creaked open, letting in a gust of cold air. Jonas stood in the doorway, his silhouette filling the entire space. He closed the door, slowly put his bags on the floor, and looked at his family.

“Hello,” he said quietly, as if to make sure everything was real.

Mikasė moved forward quickly, but was not sure whether to throw herself into the man’s arms or just stand there. The children overtook her. Kęstutis and Antanas jumped like whirlwinds to their father, hugging his legs, and Regina, carefully putting her small hands in his palm, whispered:

“Dad…”

Jonas knelt down, hugged all three of them, and remained silent for a long time. His face fell, and tears sparkled in his eyes. He knew he had returned to what mattered most.

“How long we’ve been waiting for you,” Mikasė said softly a few moments later, gently putting her hand on Jonas’s shoulder…

“I was in a hurry,” Jonas replied, hugging the children tighter. His voice was quiet but firm.

A moment later, everyone moved into the living room. The room was warm because the oven had been burning since the morning. Jonas took off his heavy fur hat and wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead. His face had changed—the deep wrinkles had become more pronounced, and his eyes showed a tired but wise look. Mikasė put a cup of hot tea on the table and invited Jonas to sit down.

“You’ve changed,” she said gently, barely holding back tears.

Jonas just nodded.

“Much has changed. But the most important thing is that we are all here. All together.”

The first hours after Jonas’s return were full of warmth and closeness. The children stayed close to their father, and Mikasė watched him, trying to understand what he had been through over the years. After dinner, Jonas sat quietly by the window overlooking the garden.

“We’ll have to start all over again,” he said, looking at Mikasė. “But I’m ready. We will make it.”

“You don’t have to do everything alone,” she replied. “We are a team.”

Jonas did not yet know that this return would be just the beginning of a new life. But that evening, the cabin was warmer than ever, and Jonas felt that after a long storm, he had finally found a safe haven…

* * *

After returning from Archangelsk, Jonas had to quickly join the collective farm. Compulsory work on the collective farm was inevitable, but it was not an easy start. The warehouse worker’s position that Jonas had previously held was filled, so he had to take any job that the collective farm authorities offered him.

On the first day, the chairman of the collective farm assigned Jonas a task: he was given a couple of horses and a cart and had to contribute to the fieldwork.

“Jonas, work on these for now,” the chairman tapped his finger at the horses, which, although they looked strong, were tired from the intense work. “Carry hay, potatoes, beets, whatever is needed.”

Jonas nodded silently, but felt uncomfortable inside. After a lifetime of self-employment, he wanted to make his own decisions and set his own plans. He didn’t like working in a team, sharing a cart and horses with others.

In the summer, as fieldwork increased, Jonas made a request to the chairman.

“Let me alone harvest the rye from my father’s land,” he told the chairman. “I’ll do it myself, no help needed.”

The chairman deliberated for a long time, but finally agreed. Jonas, with the help of Mikasė and the children, started working.

The rye was already ripe, and the work ahead was tough. Kęstutis and Antanas, though still small, helped as much as they could. They carried buckets of water, gathered the ry,e and learned to work, following their father. Mikasė, wearing a scarf and a long-sleeved jacket to protect her from scratches and the sun, worked alongside Jonas, tying the rye stalks together and putting them into the furrows.

“Mum, is there much more?” Antanas complained, wiping his sweat.

“Just a little more, my child,” replied Mikasė gently. “When you grow up, you will realize that all work has an end, but for now, let’s do what we can.”

When the rye was cut, bound into footings, and taken to the barn, Jonas breathed a sigh of relief.

“The job is done,” he said. “Now it’s time to get ready for the threshing.”

* * *

The rye was stacked in the barn, waiting to be threshed. On the collective farm, threshing was a big day of work. A tractor with a smoking chimney arrived in the village, and its shaft was soon connected to the threshing machine. It was a huge wooden structure, rumbling and roaring so that the whole village echoed.

“Everyone get to work!” shouted the foreman, and the work began.

Men and women worked side by side. Jonas and the other men were pulling rye stalks from the barn and putting them on a conveyor belt that led to the machine’s opening. The grain was fed through a side pipe into a lorry parked nearby, which, after it had filled up and left for the warehouse, was followed by another.

Straw was falling from the other end of the threshing machine onto the ground. Men with forks grabbed it and put it in a pile, from which it was then transported to the collective farm’s sheds and barns for bedding. The thresher spat the chaff over the side, into the field, onto the grass. The chaff was sharp, fine waste, which created a cloud of dust. Kęstutis, though still small, would help his mother collect the chaff and put it in smaller boxes.

“Mom, why so much dust?” the boy asked, trying to shake the dust off.

“It’s just part of the job, kiddo,” smiled Mikasė. “But someone has to collect them, so it’s worth the effort.”

Digging potatoes was another challenge. Jonas worked for days, breaking up potato furrows and hauling sacks of potatoes picked by women. Mikasė and the other women squatted in the furrows picking potatoes, their hands muddy and cold from the autumn wind. But even in the hard work, there were moments of joy—children laughed when they found potatoes that looked like faces or strange shapes.

Although his work on the collective farm was hard and often filled with frustration when he realized that he was working for someone he didn’t know, he realized that the support of his family was what allowed him to maintain the joy of life, even in the hardest moments.
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The village fencing was not only a pastime, but also a test of power, skill, and stubbornness. Everyone wanted to play the game, but the two most prominent participants were the brothers Zenas and Jonas. However, their attitudes and tactics differed significantly. Jonas, much older, was known from his youth as hot-tempered and determined. If he was going to fight, he was going to do it with all his strength and zeal. He was concerned not only with the process but also with victory. Every fight was a matter of honor for him. Some said that Jonas, as is typical of an older brother, did not want to admit that his younger brother could have beaten him.

“Let’s go and see who is stronger,” Zenas once jokingly told Jonas when he was still a teenager.

“Don’t laugh, Zenas, your time will come,” Jonas replied, looking at him a little more warily.

And while Jonas often won against other men, he avoided fighting against Zenas. Once, when he dared to confront his younger brother, Jonas quickly felt Zenas’s firm grip and could not break free.

“Well, brother, admit it, I’m stronger this time!” Zenas laughed in a friendly way, helping Jonas to stand up after their confrontation.

Jonas, though fired up in every race, recognized Zenas as an insurmountable rival. Therefore, he would more often go to fight with others, avoiding Zenas.

“Zenas is like a bear—you can’t hold it or move it,” Jonas used to say to the others, maybe a little jealously, but always with brotherly respect.

Zenas and Jonas, although different in their approach to racing, respected each other. Even now, after the trials of Archangelsk, Jonas admired Zenas’s youthful strength and ability, while Zenas, now a mature young man, looked to Jonas as an authority figure, even though he had the strength on his side. There was no shortage of friendly rivalry between them, but this made their bond even stronger.

* * *

From an early age, Zenas stood out for his strength and courage. He was the kind of man that even the bravest boys from neighboring villages would shy away from. During outings, when men would sometimes quarrel or fight over the attention of girls or old grudges, Zenas stood like an impregnable fortress. His mere presence gave a sense of calm to those around him.

“Don’t touch Zenas—he’s as strong as an oak tree!” the older men would say, watching him standing off to the side, ready to intervene at any moment if the situation became dangerous.

Zenas was not only strong but also liked to test his powers. Wrestling was his favorite pastime. There was no opponent in the village who could beat him.

One summer evening, when the men and women gathered in the meadow after a day’s threshing at the Jankūnas’ to rest, Zenas offered to demonstrate his skills. Together with his friend, Preikšia Algis, they were preparing for a trick that, as Zenas himself said, could not be seen anywhere else.

“Look, people, what you haven’t seen yet!” shouted Zenas, inviting everyone to watch.

Algis lay down on the ground, stretched all his muscles, and waited. Zenas sat on his feet, face-to-face. Then he put his hands through Algis’s legs at the knees, squeezed tightly, and, slowly bending backward, began to lift Algis off the ground. Algis, tense as a string, slowly rose to his feet as Zenas stood up and put his friend straight on his feet.

“Wow, how did they do that?!” exclaimed one of the women, amazed at this unusual performance.

“Only Zenas would do that!” the men laughed, clapped, and loudly expressed their admiration.

Women’s eyes shone, and men secretly admired Zenas’s strength and courage.

The stunts were followed by trotting. As always, Zenas was unbeatable. The men tried various tactics—they tried to knock him down, hug him, or otherwise control him, but Zenas, like a bear, kept his balance and quickly brought his opponent to the ground.

“Zenas, how do you do it?” asked one of the men who tried his hand and gave up after a few moments.

“It’s all in the head. If you believe you can win, you’re halfway there,” Zenas replied, smiling and patting his opponent on the shoulder.

That evening, like many others, Zenas was the center of attention. He didn’t need words to earn respect—his actions were enough.

“Zenas has become a real powerhouse,” Jonas agreed, proud of his brother. “And it’s time for me to watch.”

* * *

Zenas’s death was a terrible loss that shocked not only his family but also the whole village. It happened on a winter night in 1961, when the Saturday night outing had already ended. Zenas, full of energy and self-confidence as always, went home alone.

His body was found on the bank of the Aluona stream, partly covered in snow, as if nature had tried to shelter him in its silence…

The news of Zenas’s death spread through the village, shocking everyone who knew him. Mother Kazimiera was the first to receive the terrible news. Her grief was so deep that her moans echoed throughout the village. Zenas was not only her son but also the pillar of the family, the man who, after Jonas had started his own family, remained the one who inspired others with his strength and kindness.

Jonas, like the other siblings, took the loss hard—Zenas was the one everyone looked up to, while his younger brother Vytas could not hold back his tears for long, remembering Zenas’s lectures and laughter.

The official medical conclusion that Zenas died of a sudden heart attack never convinced his mother, Kazimiera. The question of whether it was a real death in itself or the result of someone else’s misdeeds remained in the air. Could Zenas have encountered anything dangerous that night? Was he involved in a fight that ended tragically? No one will ever know.

Zenas was not only the pride of the family but also the village strongman who was always ready to help. He was the one whom other young men admired and respected, and whom girls secretly dreamed of marrying. His friends, who were with him that night on the outing, blamed themselves for a long time for not noticing anything unusual, for letting him return alone in the bitter cold.

When Zenas was buried, the whole village gathered to say goodbye. His coffin was carried by horse through the snow, and people stood in silence, heads bowed. It was not just the loss of a young life—it was a loss that took away a part of the spirit of the village. The women wept, and the men silently remembered Zenas’s strength and heart.

Holding one of Zenas’s favorite possessions, an old jacket that still had his scent, Kazimiera vowed to keep his memory alive in the family’s hearts. The siblings in turn promised to carry on with their lives as Zenas would have wanted—with courage, passion, and respect for each other.

The loss of Zenas left a deep scar in Jonas’s life. Every time he walked by the Aluona bank, where he found Zenas, he remembered him—young, strong, with a big smile and unwavering optimism.
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In the period of the 1960s and 1970s, people in Soviet-occupied Lithuania lived between two opposing realities. Officially, socialism was proclaimed to be thriving, and people were living better than ever before, but the reality told a different story.

Shops were dominated by empty shelves, queues, and the constant need to “get” goods through acquaintances or party influence. When entering any grocery shop, the picture was always similar: almost empty counters, occasionally illuminated displays with single products, like exhibits in a museum. If you were lucky enough to get some meat, it was usually ox bones with little leftover meat.

“Here, it’s enough for soup, it’s delicious,” the seller tried to convince.

“Is this meat? Maybe there will be some sausages?” buyers used to ask, but the answer was always the same: “What they brought is what we have.”

On another shelf were individual cans of tinned food—usually cod liver or mackerel in tomato sauce. It was one of those products that were “there” but nobody wanted them, but if you bought another product, it was “compulsory” to take them too.

“Want butter? Then you’ll have to buy three cans of preserves too,” the saleswoman said significantly.

“Maybe it’s better to have nothing…” the man would sigh, but most of the time he would still take it, because he needed butter.

Those who were dating were never hungry. “From under the counter” was a real supermarket, just invisible to ordinary people. Meat, butter, sausage, even things like oranges and chocolate—everything was there, but not for everyone. Functionaries and their relatives had their own channels to get everything they needed. They never queued; they carried baskets full of goods to their homes, and ordinary people could only look on enviously.

“Madam, do you still have a piece of butter?” the shopper asked, barely audibly, clutching a few extra roubles in her hand.

“Where is everyone’s butter? If we gave it to everyone, we’d run out in a day!” the shop assistant loudly retorted, but quietly pulled a piece of butter out from under the counter.

* * *

The main strategy to get products was to queue. If there was a rumor that “meat” had arrived, there would immediately be a huge, slow-moving queue where people would wait for hours.

“What is being distributed here?” a newcomer would ask.

“As if there were supposed to be chickens, but it’s over.”

“So maybe it’s still worth waiting?”

“Maybe there will still be some frozen fish…”

However, it was often the case that, after standing for an hour or two, people would wait for the shop assistant to come out onto the street and make a brief announcement:

“All the best, it’s over. There will be no more today.”

And the people, tired and hungry, would quietly disperse.

* * *

Although it was difficult for city dwellers, rural people managed to adapt. Every farmhouse had a barn with one or two pigs squealing in delight. This was a guarantee of family security. In the autumn, when it was time for slaughter, the meat was distributed, half to the family and half to the children or relatives living in town.

“Come, my son, bring some bacon and sausages, because you won’t get anything good in the shop,” parents used to tell their children when they came back from Kaunas or Vilnius on weekends.

“At least it tastes good!” The townspeople used to gasp when they tasted real, natural meat that was impossible to buy in the city.

But even rural people had to go to the city to shop—they couldn’t grow everything themselves. Better flour, sugar, salt, kerosene, and sometimes even bread had to be found in city shops.

Often, people in the countryside would go to the market, where they could buy scarce goods “from under the bushel.” The market was an alternative trading system where you could get sugar or even oranges for good bacon or butter.

Deficits were the norm of life. Constant shortages of goods had become a natural way of life. Everyone adapted to it—some kept to their circle of acquaintances, others went to the countryside to forage for food, and still others wondered how to get a little better sausage or butter from under the stall.

While people lived in this absurdity, they did not lose their wisdom and determination to survive. After all, a good housewife could make something tasty out of even the scarcest of supplies, and ingenuity was the key to surviving this constant marathon of “catching the goods.”

Despite everything, people did not give up. They joked that “Soviet reality is a place where the struggle for existence begins not at the workplace, but in the queue at the shop.” But this humor was their strength—it helped them to survive even in the hardest times.

* * *

During the Soviet era, the Paaluonys collective farm’s barns were overcrowded with livestock—cows, pigs, sheep—but there were no better foodstuffs in the local village shops. The collective farms were obliged to supply the products that were going somewhere, but there were no products left for the ordinary local people.

Jonas and Mikasė, like many others, were trying to survive this absurd situation. The only consolation was when a poor calf on the collective farm twisted its leg and had to be quickly slaughtered, because this job fell to Jonas. Then it was allowed to buy the unfortunate calf’s meat by paying directly to the collective farm office. In this way, Jonas occasionally managed to find a tasty carcass in the summer. But it was only good enough to taste.

The family needed money for its needs, and there was little to no way to earn it. Remember that most collective farms only started to pay people a pittance for their days of work around 1965, whereas before then people were paid in grain, flax, or beetroots.

* * *

Mikasė decided to sell eggs, sour cream, and butter at the Kaunas market. In the early hours, before dawn, she and her son Kęstutis would go to the highway to stop the cars—the bus was too expensive.

“Kęstutis, hold the bag tightly, because the bucket of sour cream might tip over!” Mikasė would warn, and Kęstutis, feeling responsible, would hold the bag close to him.

On the way to Kaunas, the boy was fascinated by the city’s night lights. As they started the descent from Milikoniai Hill, Kęstutis would look out the car window, imagining it was a magical world, quite different from their village.

After selling eggs and butter in the market, and later in the Founding Seimas Square, Mikasė would take her son to the shops to look for flour. It was a real adventure—his mother knew all the nooks and crannies where flour could be found. If there was a queue of people in the yard of a shop, it meant that there was something for sale. But the flour was only sold in one kilo per buyer, and that caused a lot of problems.

One day, Kęstutis had a great opportunity to earn extra money. A woman spotted the boy in the queue and offered to stand next to her, allowing her to buy two kilos instead of one.

“Here you are, little one, 10 kopeks for your help,” she said with a smile.

This was Kęstutis’s first earnings. Soon, other women in the queue were asking him to contribute, and the boy felt like a true entrepreneur.

Of course, in this situation, Mikasė herself didn’t miss the opportunity to bring back a few kilos of flour, which the family desperately needed.

Between 1961 and 1964, a maize propaganda program was introduced in the Soviet Union. As a result of Nikita Khrushchev’s decisions, maize flour flooded the market. It was cheap and readily available, but it did not grace many people’s tables for very long.

Mikasė, like many other women in the village, tried to use this flour to make various dishes. They made bread, porridge, or even corn soup, but the family did not like it.

“Mum, why is this bread like rubber?” wondered Kęstutis, taking a bite out of a still-warm but very sticky loaf of cornflour.

“Warm is still half the problem, but when it gets cold, nobody eats it anymore,” Mikasė sighed, realizing that experimenting with corn flour was getting her nowhere.

Eventually, cornmeal was forgotten, and people returned to traditional dishes.
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Jonas was sitting calmly at his desk, reading the newspaper he had just received, when Chairman Maigys knocked on the door. He was an energetic man who was never shy about expressing his opinion directly.

“Hello, Jonas,” he began, taking off his scarf and shaking the frost off it. “We need to talk.”

“About what?” Jonas sat up straighter, although he sensed that the conversation would not end easily.

“A new thing on our collective farm—artificial insemination of animals. You know that this is progress, but there is no one to take it on. We need a reliable person like you,” Maigys explained, taking the chair opposite.

“Chairman, I don’t know anything about this,” replied Jonas, running his hand across the table as if brushing away invisible dust. “It’s complicated, and… not for me.”

“Jonas, you are not just anyone. You know how to handle animals, you are patient, and you are meticulous. That’s important,” the President leaned back, clearly ready for a long conversation.

Jonas just shook his head, saying:

“I’m a simple man who grew up with horses and land. I can’t imagine how I will do something that I have never dreamt of doing.”

The Chairman was silent for a moment, then approached Jonas, as if to emphasize his point.

“Jonas, think about it. This job is an opportunity to grow, to become more than just a worker. It takes a person who can learn and take responsibility. You are talented, and everyone knows it. It’s not a job for everyone, but you can do it.”

Jonas was silent. Although he was still skeptical, he was influenced by the Chairman’s words. The opportunity to learn something new and to become an important professional appealed to him.

“OK,” said Jonas at last. “I’ll give it a try. But only if I really like the course.”

* * *

A week later, Jonas was sitting in a training class in Kėdainiai. It was a small room with books, posters, and drawings stacked on tables. The classroom was filled with several men who looked even more confused than he was.

“Welcome,” the veterinarian greeted the class. “In this course, you will not only learn insemination techniques, but also animal anatomy, animal care, and disease recognition. You will see that it is not just a job, but an art.”

Jonas suddenly felt curious. Every day, they were learning about cow breeds, their behavior, and health. The specialist showed posters with pictures of the animals, and Jonas took careful notes. After the lectures, he would take the books home. One of them was a detailed description of the breeds, their strengths and weaknesses, and the other was on insemination techniques. Jonas spent a lot of time reading and absorbing information.

“What are the paintings here?” Mikasė once asked, looking at a book with a large section of a cow with the internal organs marked.

“I’m studying,” replied Jonas, smiling. “Look, this explains how to identify a healthy animal. If you want to be good at this job, you have to know everything.”

Mikasė just nodded, seeing how hard Jonas was working.

Jonas enjoyed what he was doing. Books with pictures and descriptions of animals became his favorite evening activity. He liked to understand how animals work, how to care for them ,and how to treat them.

One day, on his way back from training, he stopped at a table and turned to Mikasė.

“You know,” he said, holding up one of the books, “I didn’t expect to like it so much. I feel like I’m doing something important.”

“The most important thing is that you like it,” said Mikasė. “If you enjoy what you do, we will too.”

A few months later, Jonas graduated. Once he received his inseminator’s certificate, he felt confident and ready to start a new phase in his life.

“I didn’t think there was so much to know about livestock,” admitted Jonas to Mikasė.

“And now you know,” she smiled. “But you know, I suspect this job won’t just be about technology. You’ll also need to be a psychologist to understand farmers.”

And indeed, Jonas became an important man—his help was needed not only by the animals on the collective farm, but also by the surrounding villagers. Every family had at least one cow.

* * *

In late autumn, already at night, a neighbor, Anupras, knocked on Jonas’s door. He was upset and even agitated.

“Jonas, save me! Our cow can’t calve! We have tried this and that, but nothing works.”

“OK.” Jonas put on his jacket, picked up his tools, and left with his neighbor. “Let’s go faster, before it gets bad.”

When Jonas entered the stable, he saw a cow lying on its side, breathing heavily. He quickly examined the animal, checked the calf’s position, and started working. The work was hard and required not only strength but also patience.

“Anupras, the calf is turned around, hold the cow’s head, and I will try to turn the calf,” said Jonas, stretching his arms.

Half an hour later, the cow finally recovered, and a healthy calf was born. Jonas wiped his sweat and smiled.

“There, that’s all right now,” he said. “Just take care of both the mother and the baby now.”

A neighbor jumped up to thank him.

“If it wasn’t for you, I don’t know what would have happened. Thank you, Jonas.”

* * *

Jonas’s life started to move faster again when he was offered the position of farm manager. It was a responsible task that required not only practical skills but also the ability to organize. At first, Jonas had doubts—would he really be able to do it? But Chairman Maigys convinced him, saying:

“Jonas, you are one of the few who can see the bigger picture. You care about people, not just work. You can run this farm like no one else.”

Jonas agreed and quickly realized that being a farm manager was more than just a physical job. He had to ensure that the animals were fed on time, that feeding schedules were adapted to each animal’s needs, and that the farm workers performed their duties properly.

“Remember that feed must be not only plentiful, but also properly prepared,” Jonas often reminded farm workers. “If the silage is too acidic, or the green straw is too green, give less so the cows don’t get sick.”

His knowledge from his training came in very handy here—he had an excellent knowledge of animal behavior, health signs, and care. He made sure the calves were kept clean, fed the right amount of mil,k and acted quickly when a cow got sick.

The job of farm manager was time-consuming, but Jonas first had to fulfill his main duty as an artificial insemination manager. This work was even more intense in late spring and summer, when many of the cows had already passed their calving period.

Jonas knew every cow in the herd, and when he went to the field where the cows were grazing, he could tell from memory her name, her state of health, and when she would need insemination.

“This ‘Mėta’ will be ready next week,” Jonas would tell the farm worker, indicating which cow to keep in sight.

“Jonas, how do you remember everything?” a young farm worker once asked in surprise.

“Simple,” smiled Jonas. “If you love the work, all the names and dates come naturally in your head.”

Every time he returned home, Jonas had to fill in a large herd insemination record book. This book was not only a history of the herd, but also recorded all the times when the animals were inseminated, the batch numbers of the sperm, and other data. Jonas kept this book so meticulously that it could be considered a true scientific document.

In a corner of the storage room at home, Jonas kept special thermoses of sperm from breeding bulls. The thermoses were maintained with special care—the liquid nitrogen they contained kept the sperm viable. Jonas had to either bring the thermos himself from Kėdainiai or have it delivered by a visiting employee of the semen station.

“Mikasė, remember not to move the thermoses too much,” he warned his wife. “These are not just everyday goods.”

Jonas still had a microscope—it was like his science laboratory. Before using a batch of sperm, he always checked its viability. He was careful to make sure that the sperm met the standards, that it was fit for use.

“That’s it,” he used to say to himself as he looked through the microscope. “If there’s no life, it’s not even worth trying.”

Mikasė often watched Jonas working with the microscope and thought, with awe, about how much he could learn and do in just three grades.

Once, when there was a problem with pig diseases on the farm, nobody dared to take on the job of a sanitary technician—the pigs had to be vaccinated to prevent an epidemic. The chairman of the collective farm turned to Jonas again.

“Jonas, we trust you. Only you can handle this situation,” said Maigys.

Jonas didn’t hesitate long. He quickly got to grips with the procedures and did everything correctly. Although his job as a paramedic was short-lived, he proved once again that he could cope with any challenge.
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It was a dark autumn evening in 1964 when Mikasė heard a strange crunching noise while cooking dinner. She stopped stirring the pot and looked out of the window into the darkness. The crunching was getting louder.

“Children, look who’s here!” she shouted into the room where Kęstutis, Antanas, and Regina were playing.

Antanas was the first to run out the door. His eyes immediately went to the shining roof.

“Fire!” he shouted, pointing his finger at the glowing flames that were spreading rapidly through the shelter.

Mikasė rushed to the door, terrified, and the children followed her. It all happened so fast that there was no time to think. Everyone grabbed whatever was at hand—Antanas grabbed a pillow, but only one shoe, Regina grabbed her school briefcase, and Kęstutis only had time to slip his sweater over his shoulders. They rushed out the door just as the roof was starting to crunch dangerously close over their heads.

“Quickly to the courtyard! Quickly!” shouted Mikasė, pushing the children out of the hut.

Flames began to fall inwards. There was no chance to go back in—a wave of heat and smoke hit the door, as if trying to push everyone out. Mikasė stood in the courtyard, clutching her children close to her, and watched the fire consume their home. At that moment, Kęstutis started to run towards the road to reach the neighbors with the phone.

“Call the fire brigade!” he shouted, breathing heavily, to his neighbor, who rushed inside to make the call as soon as he heard the cry.

Jonas, who was on the farm, saw the smoke rising above the house and hurriedly mounted his horse. The wheels jumped over the potholed road, and his heart pounded with fear. Have the children been burned? When he crept into the yard, leaving the horse away from the fire, the whole yard was already full of flames and people.

Neighbors came one after the other—some with buckets, some with shovels, some just standing around. The flames gained momentum and spread from the hut to the roof of the woodshed, soon threatening the barn and shed.

Jonas, convinced that the children were safe and sound, rushed into action, shouting:

“Hurry, let’s save the animals!” Jonas opened the barn door himself.

The men drove the pigs to the back of the garden with great effort. The pigs screamed in fear, but they were safe. The rabbits, unfortunately, could not be saved—the flames had already engulfed the part of the building where the rabbit hutches were. The hay stacked in the barn was burning like gunpowder, and smoke was seeping in through all the cracks.

Firefighters arrived quickly, but it was already too late—the house, outbuildings and barn were already reduced to ashes. The only granary, which was further away, was still on fire, and the firefighters managed to put it out with a last-ditch effort.

When the flames died down, there was a gloomy silence. The smell of smoke lingered in the air. At the back of the garden, the pigs were squealing as if in gratitude for the lives they had saved.

Jonas stood in the courtyard, looking at the burnt buildings. Kęstutis stood nearby, looking at the ashes where their hut used to be.

“What do we do now, Dad?” he asked sadly.

Jonas took a deep breath and looked around at the people standing there. He felt gratitude for the help of his neighbors, but also a strong sense of determination.

“We will rebuild again,” he said firmly. “It will be a home that can withstand anything.”

Mikasė agreed, hugging the children tightly. Her eyes shone with gratitude for their lives.

* * *

The next morning, there was an unusual silence around. Another neighbor dropped by to see what was left of Jonas’s house, but there was nothing left but the blackened remains of a burn. The hay was still smoking, giving off a strange and suffocating smell, and at the end of the garden, the pigs were still wriggling, burrowing into a pile of maple leaves. They were the only living witnesses to this disaster.

Mikasė and her children, who had spent the night with her neighbor Alytė, were now standing in the yard, clasping their hands to their chests. Tears shone in her eyes, but she held on, wanting to be strong for her children. Regina clung to her while Kęstutis and Antanas walked around the burnt yard.

“Let’s see if there’s anything left,” Kęstutis suggested quietly, picking up the charred board.

The children were digging through the embers. After a while, Antanas pulled out a blackened metal object.

“Mum, here are your scissors!” he said, holding them out to Mikasė.

Mikasė looked at the charred and slightly deformed scissors she had once won for the high jump. Her eyes shone not only with sadness, but also with hope—like these scissors, everything can start again with what is left. The children found a few more trinkets—a metal spoon bent by the heat, a half-burned book —and Kęstutis pulled from the ashes the remaining blackened corner of his school portfolio, where the metal end of a fountain pen, with a curled nib, was stuck.

“We will rebuild it all,” said Jonas firmly, standing next to the embers. His voice was full of faith, even as pain raged inside.

Regina looked at her father quietly, trust in her eyes.

“We’ll help, Dad,” Antanas added, his voice still full of childhood naivety.
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The family was suffered a major fire that destroyed Jonas’s buildings and the hay he had stored for the winter. Nevertheless, Jonas did not give up. The collective farm, aware of the family’s situation, allocated a truckload of wheat. The family sold the wheat at the market and used the money to buy the first necessities and to start rebuilding the future homestead.

The first step was to clean up the fire site. Removing the ash and the old foundations was not easy. Neighbors rallied to help, and the collective farm provided a bulldozer that leveled the area in a day to start the new work. Everyone in the family, including the children, pitched in: some gathered the remaining debris, others cleaned up items left over from the fire.

The family spent the winter with close neighbors, the Jankūnas. They kindly provided two small rooms with a kitchenette at the other end of their hut. Although the conditions were cramped, the warmth and understanding of the neighbors helped to endure the hard winter. Jonas, in consultation with his family and the Jankūnas, was already planning how to rebuild his new home.

In the spring of 1965, Jonas heard about a wooden house for sale in the village of Jankūnai, near Pernarava. The house could be dismantled and transported to Paaluonys. Although it was a huge job, Jonas had no doubt that it was the best solution.

The logs were carefully numbered to make assembly easier. Jonas brought the logs to Paaluonys in a single wagon after many trips. It was tiring work, but the family worked as a team. Each trip became another step towards rebuilding. The children—Kęstutis and Antanas—helped load and unload the logs. Although most of the logs were suitable, the lower logs had deteriorated due to exposure to moisture and time, and had to be replaced with new ones. Jonas called in a local craftsman to help assemble the logs. The lower wreaths were hewn from new logs that Jonas bought from the collective farm.

Children were involved in the important work of providing moss. Kęstutis and Antanas would go into the meadows and forests to collect moss, which was then dried in the sun. This moss became a natural insulation, placed between the logs to make the house airtight.

The construction site was filled with the sound of a hammer striking a log, an axe hitting a log, and the melody of a pull saw. Under their father’s guidance, the children learned not only practical skills but also the importance of pulling together when disaster strikes a family. Jonas himself made sure that all the work was done neatly and that the house was strong and livable.

The family’s focus, the help of neighbors, and Jonas’s perseverance helped to build the house quickly. Although it took almost the whole summer, by the autumn of 1965, the family was able to move back to their new home. It was a symbol of their victory over adversity.

But before he could be fully happy, Jonas faced another problem: he needed to build a barn for his animals urgently. While a new barn was still in the planning stages, neighbors the Jankūnas, with whom the family spent the winter, came up with a creative solution. In their yard was an old wooden barn made of logs, a reminder of the Paaluonys manor. The barn was still sturdy and perfectly suited for a temporary barn. Jonas agreed with the Jankūnas to buy it and soon began planning how to move the massive structure.

As the neighbors’ yard bordered Jonas’s homestead, it was decided not to demolish the barn but to move it whole. Juozas Jankūnas, an experienced man, suggested using an old but reliable method: lifting the building, placing massive logs underneath and attaching them instead of skates, and using tractors to do the pulling. This plan aroused the admiration of the neighbors, and the men who lived nearby gathered to watch this impressive work.

The barn was carefully lifted using wooden levers, and sturdy logs were placed underneath. Two tractors from the collective farm, covered in smoke, set off to pull the building across the neighbors’ meadow and Jonas’s land. Like an ancient pirate ship, the barn crept towards the new homestead, and the congregation could not take their eyes off it.

“Look, the barn is moving to a new location!” laughed one of the neighbors.

The children, who were standing next to their mothers, clapped their hands and commented loudly on every twitch. Even the women, who were used to more serious matters, smiled when they saw such an unconventional construction method.

When the barn was moved to its new location, the work was just beginning. The building was lifted with wooden levers, the logs that had served as skates were pulled out, and the barn was carefully lowered onto the stones that made up the foundation.

Now all that was left was to adapt it to a barn. Jonas, his children, and the foreman who was building the new barn cut a wider door to let the animals in. Inside, they built stalls to give each animal its own place. The barn was spacious and sturdy enough to keep the animals warm and safe during the winter.

Although a temporary barn was already in place, a shed for hay and straw was also needed. The same craftsman quickly constructed the timber frame and installed sturdy rafters for the roof. Jonas and his children took care of the planking and roofing. The roof was covered with shingles ,and the work was fast—the family worked as a real team.

“Kęstutis, hold the board straight until I nail it!” Jonas shouted from the ladder, while Kęstutis obediently held the board in place.

“Antanas, go and get another bag of nails!” Jonas added.

The barn was soon completed, and the hay and straw were stacked until the beginning of winter.

When autumn of 1965 arrived, the family finally settled into their new homestead. The house was cozy and warm, the barn served as a temporary but reliable shelter for the animals, and the shed was full of fodder. It was a symbol of Jonas’s perseverance and family unity—everything they had lost in the fire they had managed to rebuild with their own hands. Neighbors talked at length about how the barn had “rebuilt” itself, and Jonas’s family felt stronger than ever as they looked back over the years.








  
  32

  
  
  WHEN CHANGE BEGAN IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

  
  




In 1965, Paaluonys was shaken by a change that no one could ignore. Heavy machinery rumbled into the village, accompanied by teams of workers in canvas coats and caps. The land seemed to swarm with excavators and surveyors, their poles and ropes marking new lines across familiar meadows. People stood at the edge of the fields, watching with curiosity and unease as the streams, ditches, and slopes of their childhood were carved into something new. Everyone sensed that these works would change the village forever.

One day, a man knocked on Jonas’s door, introducing himself as a reclamation foreman.

“It’s not the hardest job,” he told Jonas’s teenage son Kęstutis, “but it’s important. If you want, you can earn a rouble and a half a day.”

Mikasė, after some hesitation, allowed her son to join. She thought the work would not only help him earn a little but also teach responsibility. And so, Kęstutis took his first real job.

He quickly learned his tasks—driving stakes, marking out the future trenches of the drains, and placing gauges where the foreman could measure with his level. From there, the big excavators would dig out the soil in neat, straight lines. The summer work was not easy, but pride carried him forward. By autumn, he had saved enough to buy his dream: a shiny bicycle for 48 roubles, with a little left over for sweets and trinkets. It was his first true reward for hard labor.

* * *

In the summer of the same year, his younger brother Antanas was also involved in land reclamation work. He was entrusted with an important task-to forge stakes to anchor the slopes of the new Aluona riverbed. Since this work had an impact on his choice of profession, it is worth telling you about it in more detail. When Antanas arrived at work, a team of workers was already bustling along the banks of the Aluona. A crawler tractor, billowing with black smoke, was slowly pulling a metal sheet on which were stacked rolls of turf–neatly twisted from two-meter strips of turf cut and chopped with a special turf plow in the surrounding meadows. The brigadier, a sturdy man in a white cap, stood on the slope and explained to Antanas and a few others like him the new “meliorators”:

" Listen, men! Each strip of turf must be nailed with two pegs at the ends and one in the middle. If it is not nailed neatly, the first heavy rain will wash it away.”

The first part of the work had already been done by the sodding team: strips of turf, about 30 centimeters wide and 2 meters long, cut by a special plow, had already been brought to the meadows and stacked along the side of the riverbed. They were now carefully laid at the bottom of the slope of the furrow, supported by a fence of frogs that had been woven at the bottom, which reinforced the new furrow against scour. Each strip of turf was neatly laid side by side to form a green carpet about halfway up the slope, with the rest of the upper slope simply grassed. Antanas’s task was clear: to carefully and correctly hammer together the wooden stakes that were supposed to hold the turf strips in place so that they would not be washed away by the floodwaters. It did not seem difficult: the pegs had to be driven in and out, about 25 centimeters long, with two at each end and one in the middle for each strip of turf. 12 pegs per square meter was the rule. Antanas picked up a special wooden hammer, looked at the pile of stakes, and felt a thrill of excitement. He hit the first peg close to the edge of the turf, holding it upright. He picked up the hammer and banged it. The stub stuck just a few centimeters.

“Hit harder, but accurately,” the voice of the Brigadier came from behind him. “If you hammer too hard, or if you move too much, the stake won’t hold for long and the turf will be lifted by the current.”

Antanas took a deep breath and tried again. The second blow was harder, the third even harder, and soon the peg was where it needed to be. He moved on to the next one and quickly felt the rhythm: insert, aim, strike…

After the first hour, his wrists were aching and his fingers felt numb from holding the pegs. The sun rose higher, beating down on the slopes of Aluona, sweat dripping down the back of his neck, but Antanas paid no attention. He was working his last, trying to keep up with the crew, who kept loading new rolls of sod.

At one point, a foreman came over to check his work. After taking a close look at the stakes, he lifted one foot off the ground and kicked hard at one of the pieces of turf that had already been reinforced. It did not budge.

“Well, my boy, that’s not bad!” nodded the foreman. “If you keep this up, in a month, your hands will become like steel.”

Antanas could not hide his pride. Yes, his hands were already shaking and his back was tense, but he felt needed. He wasn’t working for nothing—the new Aluona River would survive as the engineers had designed it.

Antanas worked like this all summer. The days were long, his hands grew hard, but he enjoyed the work. He received 25 roubles for his summer toil. Although it was not a large sum, it meant a lot to him. It was the first money he had earned on his own, and he had known for a long time what he would buy with it.

When he arrived in town with his mother, he stopped at a watch shop window. The “Vostok” was a sturdy, masculine watch with a black leather strap, and the price was just right for his pocket. Without hesitation, he walked into the shop and put all the rubles he had earned on the counter.

“This watch will last you a long time, my boy, but don’t forget to wind it up in time,” said the salesman as he took the watch out of the box.

Antanas walked out of the shop with the watch on his wrist and felt something new—the satisfaction of having earned it with his own hands. Not only did he become stronger and learn new skills, but he also proved to himself that he could already earn and take care of himself.

That evening, already in bed, he looked at the clock again. It ticked confidently, counting down the time, which was no longer the same as it had been before that summer. Now he was not just an 11-year-old boy, but a young man who had learned the meaning of hard work and true value.

* * *

Yet for the children, no reclamation could erase what had been lost. The old Aluona, with its winding bed, shady pools, and crayfish, was their kingdom. Standing by the new straightened ditch, Antanas sighed, “Do you remember how we used to catch crayfish here, Kęstutis? Now it’s all gone.”

The marshes, once alive with birdsong and crickets, had been drained. The romance of wild nature was replaced by ordered fields and higher yields. For many, it was progress; for others, an irretrievable loss. The old people spoke quietly of longing. For Kęstutis and Antanas, the memories of fishing and splashing in the creek remained a piece of their vanished childhood.

* * *

That autumn, another change came to Paaluonys—this one brighter. Electric lines finally reached the village, stringing light where only kerosene lamps had glowed. Rumors had long swirled: electricity would not only brighten homes but bring radio, even television. When workers screwed in the first bulb at Jonas’s house, the children gasped as the ceiling filled with steady, golden light.

“Look, Mama, it shines like the sun!” Kęstutis shouted.

Mikasė clasped her hands in delight. “Now I won’t need the kerosene lamp anymore.”

Jonas too wanted to mark this new age. On a trip to Kėdainiai, he stopped before a shop window and saw a “Rekord 53” radiola with a built-in record player. Without hesitation, he bought it, together with three records—folk songs, classical music, and dance tunes. Carrying the heavy box home by bus, then by foot through the dark, he felt as though he was carrying a piece of the future for his children.

When he unpacked it, the children gathered wide-eyed. The first record spun, and the room filled with the clear voice of Romanas Marijošius:

“How long I have wandered this earth,

How long have I dreamed of you alone…”

The family sat breathless, listening. Soon they discovered stations from across Europe—Mireille Mathieu, Charles Aznavour — voices in French they did not understand, yet loved. Sometimes Mikasė joined in with her own bright soprano, filling the hut with harmony.

The radiola was more than a machine. It became the heart of the home, gathering the family each evening, bringing music, laughter, and a sense that even in hard times, the world could still be wide, beautiful, and full of song.
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Mikasė became a postmistress shortly after the family moved to a new homestead. This position was not only a job, but also a way for her to keep in close contact with the village community. With a large mailbag over her shoulder, full of letters, newspapers, and pension payments, she walked the village roads, bringing not only news but also joy.

For Mikasė, working as a letter carrier was both a joy and a challenge. The country roads, especially after rain or in winter, were difficult to negotiate, but she always persevered. The elderly villagers would wait for her, not only for letters or pensions, but also for a friendly chat.

“Good morning, Mikasė!” cried Grandma Marija, standing at the gate. “How are the children? Have you finished building the hut yet?”

“Thank you, Marija. The children are fine. In fact, we’re already settled in,” Mikasė replied with a smile. “And how is your health?”

“Ah, I’m still waiting to talk to you!” Marija used to say, laughing.

Mikasė always had a warm word for everyone, and her visits became an important part of village life. Seniors who received pensions thanked her not only for the money, but also for her care.

Mikasė’s children quickly became involved in her work. They became real helpers. Kęstutis and Antanas, already grown up, helped their mother deliver newspapers and letters to remote corners of the village. Kęstutis would get on his bicycle and go to Lesčiukai, while Antanas would go to Preikapė, and the other day vice versa.

“Mum, it’s very muddy in Lesčiukai today. The bike almost got away,” Kęstutis used to say when he got home.

“And in Preikapė I got a bag of nuts!” Antanas would add, showing off his haul. “The old lady there said that you always come with a smile, so she wanted to say thank you somehow.”

The children also helped Mikasė at the post office. When she had to work at the telephone switchboard at night at the beginning of her service, Kęstutis and Antanas often offered to fill in.

A telephone switchboard was a wooden box with wires and sockets that had to be manually connected to make the call reach the recipient. The call would start with a quiet vibration and a sharp “chirp”, after which the attendant would ask who was calling and, after receiving an answer, would connect the call by inserting a wire with a plug at the end into the correct socket.

“Kęstutis, have you merged yet?” Antanas would ask, watching his brother work.

“I’ve merged. Listen to how they talk!” Kęstutis would answer, lowering the receiver, and both Antanas and Kęstutis would giggle at the phrases they heard.

This “service” was an adventure they never forgot. But new technologies quickly replaced this process with an automated switchboard, which no longer required the help of such watchmen.

In winter, when the roads were covered with a thick layer of snow and the snowdrifts covered all the side roads, Mikasė’s children became not only the postmistress’s assistants, but also the real knights of the winter mail. Kęstutis and Antanas would quickly hop on their skis after school, throw the postman’s bag over their shoulders, and, clutching their ski poles, jump out into the snow blizzards. Carrying the mail during snowstorms became a fun activity, especially when snow was falling from roofs.

In spring, when the water would turn the village roads to mud, it was necessary to ride a horse to the farthest corners of the village. Jonas, who had an old, reliable workhorse and a simple saddle, allowed the children to carry the mail this way. It was a great adventure for them, even though the workhorse, which was not used to the aristocratic “manners” of a real horse, was not very good at galloping with a child in the saddle.

“Antanas, hold on tight!” Kęstutis would warn as he watched his brother getting ready to get into the saddle. “Father’s horse is not a racehorse.”

As soon as the horse sensed the rider, it would start a neat and tidy trot, which was immediately replaced by a less-than-graceful canter, sometimes turning into a messy lope, like an attempt to throw the rider into the mud.

“Hey, hang in there, Antanas!” Kęstutis would shout, trying to hold back his laughter, when the horse suddenly jumped.

“Maybe next time I’ll carry the mail on foot! He’s already kicked my butt,” laughed Antanas, holding on tightly to the saddle and trying to stay upright.

Although traveling on horseback through the mud was a real challenge, it was a fun adventure for the children, which added to their responsibility to help their mother and to overcome the challenges of the seasons.

Delivering mail in the countryside was not just a job—it was a living connection with people who were waiting for letters, pensions, or just a warm hello. By sharing these responsibilities with the children, Mikasė became not only the village postmistress but also the soul of the community, making everyone feel important and not forgotten.
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It was a normal evening when Jonas received a call for help from a neighboring village. A man came running to him, scared and almost breathless.

“Jonas, save me! Our cow is calving, but we can’t manage it!” The man grabbed him by the sleeve.

Jonas took his time gathering the tools he needed, threw on his fur coat, and headed to a neighboring farm with the man. There, in a small but tidy barn, the owner was waiting, and another woman was standing by the cow, and Jonas could see from her face that she was very worried.

“God forbid it should end well,” she sighed as Jonas got to work.

The calving process took longer than expected, but in the end Jonas did everything professionally and confidently. When the calf fell on the straw and finally grunted, taking its first breath of air, Jonas felt relieved.

“Well, you’ll have a beautiful calf, it will be strong!” He wiped his hands and looked up at the several women who had come to see how the difficult calving process would go.

* * *

And then… an electric shock ran down his back. One of the women was standing at the door, looking straight at him. It was a frozen moment, as if time had stopped for a moment. He recognized those eyes. The same features, the same expression… The face—a little older now, but still familiar, the way he used to see it in his memories when he closed his eyes and went back to the outings of his youth. It was Elena.

Jonas froze for a moment, as if searching for words, but it had all been said many years ago—when he found out one evening that she had been forced to marry someone else. Suddenly, the memories came flooding back: her smile, her voice, the long nights out dancing with her… And the painful news that her fate had not been decided by her own will.

Jonas didn’t know what to do—whether to try to say something or just pretend that nothing had happened. He turned away, about to leave, when suddenly he heard her say softly:

“Jonas…”

He stopped, but did not turn around.

“You remember me, right?” There was no pride or shame in her voice–just a quiet, deep longing.

Jonas took a deep breath. Of course, he remembered.

“I remember,” he answered quietly, as if to himself.

There was a brief silence in the air. The world around them seemed far away, and this encounter was taking place outside of time, as if an old dream had merged with reality.

“I’ve heard about you,” Elena finally said. “I knew everything was going well. That you were a strong person, that you had a family…”

Jonas nodded.

“And here?” he asked after a moment.

Elena sighed, lowered her eyes a little.

“Life… was what it was. Some of it was good, some of it was hard.” There was something unspoken in her voice, as if she wanted to say more, but found that words were not enough.

They stood in silence for a short time. There was no need to explain or blame the past. Their paths had long since diverged, and today’s meeting was just a brief glimpse of what could have been, but never was.

Finally, Jonas rubbed his hands a little, as if to resume his normal rhythm, and nodded slowly.

“Time for me to go.”

Elena nodded gently, smiled sadly, but at the same time gratefully.

“Thank you for helping my brother-in-law save his calf,” she said quietly.

Jonas looked at her again, as if to make sure she was not dreaming. And then he walked out into the cold evening, feeling something heavy withdraw from his heart.

* * *

Jonas tried to forget the unexpected encounter in the barn, but Elena’s face kept popping up in his mind. It would suddenly appear at work, when he was massaging a cow’s legs after calving, or in the evening, when he was getting ready for bed. Sometimes, even in his dreams, he would see her as she had been in her youth, with her blonde hair, her smile, and that strange sparkle in her eyes that once meant everything to him. Each time he shook his head, trying to shake these thoughts away, but they came back again and again, like a flood of water. Sometimes he even caught himself standing at the barn door, looking out at the road, as if waiting for her to come again.

In the summer, after the feast of St Ignatius, Jonas stood outside the church with the other men of the village, waiting for their wives to talk to their old acquaintances. Jonas was looking at the people gathered, but his thoughts were somewhere else when he suddenly felt a gaze. He turned and saw her again. Elena. Now she was wearing a black scarf, standing a little away, holding a prayer book. Jonas froze. Elena’s eyes found his again, and for a few seconds they stood looking at each other again, as if so many years had not passed.

“I’ve just buried my husband,” she finally said quietly, taking a few steps forward.

Jonas nodded, not knowing what to say.

“Sympathy…” His voice sounded a little too dry, too formal, but he couldn’t think of anything else.

“I’m a widow now,” she added, and for some reason, that sentence stuck with Jonas like a nail in a chalkboard.

For a momen,t there was silence again. People were chatting, sharing news, but between the two of them, the whole world seemed to fall silent for a moment. Jonas felt a strange unease. Why did she say that? Was it just a simple fact she wanted to express? Or was it something more? He didn’t know. But he did know one thing: it would not give him peace for a long time.
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Jonas and Mikasė were famous for their beautiful voices and became part of the village singing tradition. When someone died in the neighborhood or in the surrounding villages, they felt it was their duty to help sing at the funeral. After the day’s work, in the evening, after they had showered and dressed in good clothes, they would take their prayer books and set out for the relatives of the deceased. This was not only a ritual but also an important moment of community connection.

“Mikasė, are you ready?” Jonas asked, putting a handkerchief in his pocket and carefully tidying his tie.

“I’m ready, I’ll just teach the kids not to commit crimes while we’re gone,” Mikasė replied, quickly glancing over the table and leaving the snacks.

When the children were younger, they sometimes went with their parents. Antanas and Kęstutis would sit on a long bench at the border, huddled under their coats, listening to their parents sing. The singing would last up to three hours, sometimes even longer. Jonas, with his rich and powerful voice, led the men’s parts, and Mikasė, with her clear and strong soprano, was one of the women who led the singing. They were often accompanied by Mikasė’s childhood friend Elytė, who had moved to Paaluonys after the reclamation. Elytė was also close to the tradition of singing, and her warm and calm voice complemented the ensemble perfectly.

During the chanting, a strict tradition was observed: all chanters sang with reverence and concentration, as if their voices were a bridge between the living and the dead. However, after an hour or two, there would be a short break during which the hosts would serve refreshments to the singers. Slices of homemade bread, a bowl of butter, cold bacon meat, and cups of hot tea were placed on the table.

“Eat up, folks, try some more of this cheese, fresh, just pressed yesterday!” urged the hostess, grateful that the singers were so sincerely accompanying her loved one on his final journey.

Jonas and Mikasė never complained about being tired or short of time—it was the ministry of their hearts. They felt that the chanting at the funeral was not only a way of honoring the deceased but also an informal way of strengthening the community bond.

Over time, their reputation spread beyond the borders of Paaluonys. Often, people from the surrounding villages would come to collect them. Many times, they took part in the singing, where they did not know anyone personally, but felt obliged to uphold the tradition of singing.

“Jonas and Mikasė? They are the real gems of our village!” neighbors used to say, talking about their voices and devotion.

It has never been paid work. Singing was an expression of their community, a sense of duty, and an embodiment of unity. For them, it was not only a duty but also a way to uphold their values and show their children what true devotion to a loved one means.

* * *

It was not only at the Mass that singing was customary. In May, village communities followed an old tradition of holding a “mojinės” (outing) service. These were evening gatherings where neighbors gathered in one house or another and sang to the Blessed Virgin Mary. These chanting traditions were not only prayerful but also brought the village together, bringing coziness and closeness between people.

In the homes where the services were held, a simple altar would be set up—a table or bench covered with a white tablecloth, with pictures of the saints, candles burning, and olive and apple branches and cherry blossoms picked from the village gardens.

As the sun set behind the hills, voices rang out in the village. Women’s and men’s voices would intertwine, echoing far across the fields and farms. It was like a living village prayer that not only honored God but also strengthened the bonds between neighbors.

“Where will we sing tonight?” people would ask each other, waiting for one of their neighbors to offer their home.

“Maybe we’ll get together tonight? We haven’t had one yet,” the hostess suggested.

“That’s fine, we’ll meet after sunset and bring our prayer books,” came the reply, and it was already known that the hymns would be sung again in the village hut that evening.

Jonas and Mikasė never missed these gatherings. They would sing the lead parts, and their children, like many village children, would sit in the corner and listen to the powerful voices rolling through the hut. After the singing, as at the feast, the hosts would invite the singers to the table to share tea, homemade biscuits, and often sour cucumbers or cheese.

It was not only a spiritual gathering, but also a human gathering, allowing people to talk about life, the farm, and the work ahead. In this way, the singing became an important part of the village community. It was not just a prayerful ritual, but a living village culture passed down from generation to generation. And Jonas and Mikasė were part of it—the voices echoing through the village, testifying to the strength, faith, and unity of the people.
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A few weeks had passed, but Jonas still couldn’t forget Elena. Her eyes, her words—“I am a widow now”—kept ringing in his head. He didn’t understand why he cared so much. Maybe because she was the first girl he felt something special for? Or was it because fate, in some strange way, had brought them together again?

One autumn evening, when the weather was getting colder, Jonas found himself back in the village where Elena lived. He had come to do a job—a man asking for help with insemination, and since it wasn’t the first time, he already knew the way. When he went out into the yard after finishing his business in the barn, the sun had already begun to set behind the birch trees. He pulled towards the road, but someone stopped him. Elena was standing in her yard, at the door of the barn, looking at him. As if waiting.

“Come and warm up, we’ll have some tea,” she said simply, and Jonas felt something inside him shrink.

He could have refused. He could have pretended to be in a hurry. But for some reason, he didn’t want to.

“Well, if you’re invited, why not?” he shrugged, even though he knew the answer was already clear.

It was cozy inside. There was a clay teapot with tea steaming on the table, and a few gingerbread houses nearby. Jonas took off his hat and put it on the bench, while Elena poured tea into beautifully decorated cups.

“So how are you doing?” she asked, sitting down opposite.

“Drowning in work like everyone else,” Jonas took the warm cup in his hands. “The animals are cared for, the people are cared for… The days seem to pass one after the other, and you don’t even notice how the weeks turn into years.”

Elena nodded.

“I know the feeling,” she smiled, but there was also a certain bitterness in her smile.

“How do you live?” Jonas looked straight at her.

Elena was silent for a moment.

“Peace is not always peaceful,” she finally said. “After my husband died, I was left alone with everything. The farm, the everyday worries… But I guess that’s the way it has to be.”

Jonas wanted to say something, but stopped. He felt that Elena wasn’t saying everything. Maybe he didn’t need to. They drank tea and talked. The words flowed easily, as if the decades had not passed. They reminisced about their childhood, about dancing on outings, and Jonas wanted to ask her if she remembered how he had once silently hoped that she would be his. But she didn’t say a word. After a good half an hour, Jonas got up to go.

“Thank you for the tea, it was nice to talk to you,” he said as he headed for the door.

Elena nodded.

“Come again sometime if you’re around,” she said, this time looking him straight in the eye.

Jonas just nodded and left. On the way home, he was strangely restless. It was as if he had started something and had not finished it. As if fate was plotting something again. But did he want to get involved? He didn’t know himself.

* * *

Mikasė had felt for some time that Jonas had changed. He had become more withdrawn, more often going out alone, and when he came back, he would sit in silence for long periods of time, looking out of the window. In the past, he used to love to talk about the events of the day, to share news about the farm or the people of the village, but now… Now he often seemed lost in his own thoughts, as if he were far away from everything.

One morning, when Mikasė went to her neighbor Marytė’s for tea and a chat, the woman looked at her with a certain hint in her eyes and said:

“Your Jonas doesn’t sit still at all…”

“And what do you mean by that?” Mikasė raised an eyebrow.

“Well, I saw him driving to another village recently… And not for the first time!” Marytė shook her head. “People said that he doesn’t go there just for work.”

Mikasė felt something squeeze her heart. She didn’t want to believe the rumors right away, but it would explain Jonas’s behavior in recent months. She had long noticed that something was troubling him. Maybe that’s why he was avoiding her gaze? Maybe that’s why he lay in bed at night but didn’t sleep for long? She said nothing to Marytė, just shook her head and changed the subject. But she walked home more slowly than usual. Thoughts were running through her mind. Jonas… Can it really be true? And if so, what was so special about his going and going to that village?

In the evening, when Jonas returned after work, Mikasė had already decided it was time to talk. He took off his shoes, put them by the door, as usual, and went into the living room, taking his time, as usual. Mikasė, standing at the table, tried to speak as quietly as possible:

“Jonas, people are talking… They say that you keep going to another village, and not just for work.”

Jonas looked up at her. There was a moment of silence, followed by a shrug.

“What do people come up with…” he muttered, sitting down at the table and casually rubbing his hands.

“Is this not true?” Mikasė didn’t move.

Jonas sighed and looked straight at her.

“Of course it’s not true. Can’t I visit somewhere for work that already needs to be made into a story?”

Mikasė felt everything stirring inside. She still hoped that he would say more, that he would at least explain his behavior. But Jonas just sat there, looking a little annoyed.

“So why have you been so closed lately? What’s wrong with you?” she asked bluntly.

Jonas lowered his eyes to the table and began tracing invisible circles on the surface of the wood with his finger.

“Mikasė, what are you up to here? It’s the same as always. I work, I get tired, I go to bed. Is there any drama to be made out of this?”

“I’m not making anything up, I just want to understand.”

“There is nothing to understand here!” Jonas raised his voice, but immediately sighed again. “Let’s leave this talk, Mikasė, I’m tired.”

He stood up and walked out into the next room, leaving her standing at the table, clenching her hands into fists. She had no words. She wanted only the truth. But Jonas chose silence.

* * *

Jonas felt as if he were caught in an invisible net that pressed him harder every day. He was neither foolish nor impulsive—he had always lived with a clear sense of order, a responsibility he could not turn away from. His life was his family, his work, and his village. And yet, in recent months, something had distracted him, taking his mind off everyday concerns. And maybe even from himself.

It was already late in the evening. Jonas was sitting by the window, in the darkness, with a few flickering reflections from a kerosene lamp in the courtyard. Mikasė was long asleep, and he still couldn’t put his blouse on. His mind was spinning like a stuck record. What was happening to him? At first, he thought it was just a simple meeting, nothing serious. They would drop in for a short while, have tea, and talk. At first, it was strange, even uncomfortable. But eventually the strangeness disappeared, and the conversations became easy, natural. He could talk, he could share what was weighing on him, what he couldn’t tell anyone else. Something in him was restored, but at the same time, he was anxious. What seemed like lightness only made things more difficult.

“This nonsense has to stop,” he whispered to himself. But he knew it was easier said than done.

* * *

Jonas decided that enough was enough—he had to go back to his life, to what was real and constant. He tried to get a grip on himself, to refocus on his work, his family, and what was important to him. Elena was the past. He could not allow the shadow of the past to cloud his present.

To avoid distractions, Jonas made a conscious effort to be closer to Mikasė. He talked to her more often, tried to joke with her, and remembered what it was like in his youth. In recent years, they often talked only about work, about the children, about domestic matters. He felt that somewhere along the way, he had lost closeness. Or was that natural? All those years, all those burdens… He couldn’t even remember the last time he had spoken so frankly to his wife.

One evening, after all the children had gone to bed, Jonas was sitting at the table drinking tea. Mikasė turned to him and slowly asked:

“You’ve been a bit different lately… softer. Is it just me?”

Jonas looked at his wife. It had been a long time since he had looked at her like that. He smiled and sighed:

“Maybe it’s good that you noticed. Sometimes you have to go back to where you always belong.”

Mikasė nodded silently. She also felt that he had been lost in thought lately, but perhaps that was in the past?

Jonas was back to his old self. Working on the farm, doing chores, singing at the funeral in the evening when someone died in the village. Together with Mikasė, he used to go to the holy days of the Lord—to Lesčiai and Ariogala, and sometimes also to Šiluva, the holy place in the district of Kelmė. He tried to be with her, not to run away with his thoughts elsewhere. On Sundays, when he didn’t have to work, he went to visit his sisters in Babtai or Mikasė’s relatives in Čekiškė. There they would sit, chat, drink tea, listen to the news… Everything became simple again.

Life seemed to be getting back on track. It all seemed to be in the past. But inside, he still sometimes felt a feeling beating quietly somewhere deep down—like an unfinished song whose melody still rang softly, barely audible.
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Jonas’s and Mikasė’s three children—Kęstutis, Antanas, and Regina—were all good pupils, so their parents had no worries about their education. Already at the Juodgiris eight-year school, the teachers did not spare any praise.

“Kęstutis and Regina are true examples of diligence,” said the teacher at the parents’ meeting, “and Antanas, although not as diligent as his brother, is extremely gifted. If we put together Antanas’s talents and Kęstutis’s diligence, we would have an ideal pupil!”

Parents had no problems with their children, but they faced serious challenges on several occasions. Already in the fourth grade, pupils were forced to join the Pioneers. This was disturbing for Jonas and Mikasė, who were not adherents of the Soviet ideology. Kęstutis was the first in his family to become a pioneer. After much deliberation and consultation with his parents, he decided to refuse.

“Son,” said Jonas, “pioneer or not, a man is not judged by his tie, but by his work and integrity.”

The teachers tried to persuade Kęstutis, but he remained firm. His parents were delighted with his courage. But when it was time for Antanas, and later for Regina, the pressure from the school grew. Teachers began to visit Jonas and Mikasė at home, trying to convince them that the Pioneer organization was not dangerous and that it would give the children more opportunities to participate in school activities.

“Your children will lose a lot if they refuse,” said one teacher. “They will be separated from their friends, unable to go on field trips and celebrations.”

Eventually, Jonas and Mikasė yielded, and Antanas and Regina became pioneers.

But when the children reached 14 and were pressured to join the Komsomol, Jonas became more emphatic.

“No, I don’t advise it,” he said to Kęstutis and Antanas. “You have no idea what it means to lose your freedom.”

This time, Kęstutis and Antanas did not give in to the pressure, and their parents supported their decision. However, the situation changed later, when Antanas reached the last year of secondary school. Teachers started telling him that if he did not join the Komsomol, he would not be able to go to university, but he had already decided to continue his education. Antanas tried to resist, but just three months before he was due to graduate, he gave in and joined the Komsomol.

Kęstutis’s situation was different. After graduating from Kaunas Polytechnic, he was drafted into the army. At the conscription office, he was offered to join the Komsomol. The promise was that this would give him the opportunity to serve close to home in Riga. Kęstutis decided to give in to this pressure, but it soon became clear that the promises were false. Instead, he was sent north to serve three years in the navy near Archangelsk, just 30 kilometers from where his father Jonas had been imprisoned only fifteen years earlier.

“The irony of fate,” Kęstutis would later say, recalling this experience, “was that I ended up in practically the same place as my father… But my father’s principles have always remained in my heart, even when I was serving far from home.”
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The church has always been an important part of rural life in Lithuania, and the Lesčiai Church, with its deep historical roots from the end of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, became not only the spiritual but also the cultural center of the community. During the Soviet occupation, when freedom of religion was under pressure, the church remained a silent but powerful symbol of resistance and national identity.

The Soviet government tried to suppress religion, but people never abandoned the church. Sunday services and major festivals were not only spiritual events, but also moments of gathering: children were baptized and prepared for First Communion, couples were married, and the dead were accompanied to the cemetery by the priest. These traditions bound people across generations and became an unshakable part of life.

The Lesčiai Church also preserved stories of resistance. Priest Antanas Ylius, a key organizer of the post-war partisan movement, had served here. In 1945, he founded the Tauro Partisan District and the Lithuanian Liberation Committee, seeking to unite partisans in their fight against the Soviets. As a result of his activities, he was imprisoned, exiled, and persecuted. Returning in 1956, he continued to serve in Lesčiai until 1961, offering both spiritual support and strength in the hope of a free Lithuania. When the authorities revoked his priest’s registration, he worked as a forestry laborer in Ariogala, but people still sought his moral guidance. Later, when he regained his priesthood rights, he continued serving elsewhere.

The parish of Lesčiai kept its deep traditions alive. Even those who moved away would return for the Feast of St Ignatius, held in late July or early August. It was a chance to gather, visit family graves, and renew ties of faith, family, and community.

* * *

It was August 1980. The church in Lesčiai was overflowing for the Feast of St. Ignatius. Every pew was taken, and yet twice as many people stood around inside the church, and outside in the churchyard, gathered in small groups, following the service with quiet reverence. The church doors were wide open, and a loudspeaker carried the priest’s voice beyond the walls so that those outside could join in the prayers and hymns.

Inside, a guest priest from Kaunas preached about the devotion of St. Ignatius and the strength of faith in difficult times. His words echoed beneath the vaulted ceiling and mingled with the murmured responses from the crowd outside.

The highlight of the Mass was the solemn procession that wound around the church. Long banners bearing holy images swayed gently in the summer breeze, led by altar boys and singers, followed by a slow-moving column of hundreds—perhaps a thousand—faithful parishioners. Many carried flowers or rosaries, joining in the hymn that rose and fell like a single heartbeat of the community.

When the time came for Communion, both priests walked among the people, offering the sacrament not only to those inside the church but also to those standing outside the stone fence. Every face reflected devotion and quiet pride. Men, women, and children were dressed in their finest clothes—suits freshly pressed, scarves and dresses bright with color, as if the whole parish had gathered for a moment that united faith and belonging.

After the solemn Mass, the mood turned festive. Vendors’ mats covered the grass, laden with candy canes and sweets. Curious children milled about while adults bargained over small gifts. Jonas bought several candy canes to take home for his guests, his heart still stirred by the sight of faith that, even under difficult times, had not been extinguished.

* * *

Back in Paaluonys, guests began gathering at Jonas’s and Mikasė’s home. Since the day before, Mikasė, their daughter Regina, and their daughters-in-law, Valerija and Danutė, had been busy: tidying the yard, setting the tables, and cooking. Plates of cold meat in aspic, pots of stuffed pigeons–a local dish made from minced meat with groats wrapped in cabbage leaves– with pickled cucumbers, meat rolls, herring with onion and raisins, cake, homemade kvass, and countless other snacks filled the tables

“Mum, is there anything else I need to chop?” Regina asked, holding a knife.

“No, my child, everything is ready. Just put the horseradish on a couple of plates and bring it to the table,” Mikasė replied, wiping her hands on her apron.

The first guests arrived after the service. Jonas’s brother, Vladas from Gelgaudiškis, came in a brand-new Moskvič29 car. Soon after, his youngest brother Vytas rolled into the yard from Klaipėda on a motorcycle with a sidecar. He grinned and pulled Jonas over.

“I brought you a petrol engine for the zeimer30. It’ll be easier to cut firewood without that old hand saw.”

Jonas beamed. “Thank you, brother. You’ve always been good with machines. Now you’ll have to teach me how to use it.”

Next came Mikasė’s brother, Juozas, from Kėdainiai, with his family. His children, Nijolė and Juozukas, chattered excitedly about the sights at the fair.

“Jonas, how are you holding up?” Juozas asked, shaking his hand.

“How else? Sometimes you run, sometimes you stop,” Jonas smiled.

Soon the courtyard was filled with relatives: the sons of Jonas’s sister Mikasė from Kaunas, Albinas and Virgis with their wives; the children of Jonas’s sister Kazimiera —Genutė and her husband Artiomas, Jūratė and Mečislovas from Babtai; and Stasė, daughter of Jonas’s eldest sister Antanina, with her daughter Asta. The house buzzed with laughter, voices, and greetings.

* * *

At the long tables, the feast began.

“So, Jonas, what’s new on the farm?” Vladas asked, reaching for another pigeon to his plate.

Jonas laughed. “What’s new? The farm keeps me running from dawn till dark. I’m up at five, checking the herds, inseminating where needed. Then home for a quick meal, some paperwork, and straight to the fields. Spring means sowing and potatoes, summer is hay and pastures, autumn is gardens and manure. On top of that, the collective farm always has its own quotas–like a hectare of sugar beet to weed and harvest. Much of that falls on Mikasė and the children now, but there’s always something to do. By evening, I’m back with the cows again, sometimes until nine. And even then, neighbors still come knocking–someone always needs me for a cow safely calved or inseminated. So yes… spinning like a squirrel, as always.”

“What about pastures?” Albinas asked. “I heard the collective farm used to starve the cows.”

“There are enough now. After reclamation, our father’s and the Jankūnas’ fields were turned to clover. Whole fields of cultivated pasture beyond Preikapė road. Cows are no longer starving, and milk yields are up–two, sometimes three tonnes per cow. Still, nothing compared to Australia. My cousin Petras told me his brother Vaclovas wrote from there: seven or eight tonnes per cow! That’s another world. For us, it’s like the moon.”

Vladas leaned forward. “And the Aluona? Or rather, that drainage ditch? There’s barely any water left.”

Jonas frowned. “I don’t like it. The old Aluona with its bowls and creeks is gone. We used to fish there as kids. Now it fills only after rain, then dries in a day. But what can you do… And you, Vladas, how’s life?”

“Always driving,” Vladas said with a laugh. “People, officials, whoever needs a ride. I saved for years to buy my ‘moskvič.’ Had to get a warrant first, otherwise impossible. These are the times we live in.”

Jonas raised his glass. “Well then, enough talk. A toast—health to all!”

Glasses clinked, laughter rang, and conversations spilled across the courtyard. Mikasė bustled, urging:

“Eat more! Try the pigeons, I worked hard on them!”

“Yes, yes, taste them,” Jonas added, grinning. “I always tell Mikasė: if you want the whole village to praise your pigeons, you must give them to try to every neighbor. Otherwise, no one will ever know they’re the tastiest!”

The women, gathered at one corner of the table, shared their own stories.

“Mikasė, how did you manage all this?” Stasė asked.

“With children, you divide the work—it goes faster,” Mikasė smiled. “They even help deliver the mail. These days, everyone’s scattered, but when they’re home for weekends or holidays, they pitch in.”

The courtyard buzzed until late evening. Stories flowed from past to present, weaving memories and plans. It was more than a feast—it was communion, a reminder that family ties and shared traditions gave strength to endure everything.
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When the guests went outside after a hearty lunch, Jonas proposed to his brothers, Vladas and Vytas:

“Come on, men, I’ll show you how Paaluonys is changing. You wouldn’t recognize the places where we used to work or play in our childhood.”

Vytas looked at his brother curiously.

“And where will you lead first? Has much changed?”

Jonas waved his hand towards the road, where the new building shone.

“Let’s start here. See this block? This is the culture house and the collective farm office. On the ground floor is a hall where dances, meetings, and performances take place. On the second floor are the offices of the collective farm bosses. All decisions are made here. It is true that I am a bit of a manager, but my ‘office’ is at home. I am more comfortable within my own walls.”

Vladas studied the building, his hands clasped behind his back.

“It is strange to see new buildings where the Paaluonys Manor House once stood. Do you remember, Jonas, when we were children, we used to play here and look at the old manor walls?”

Jonas nodded, pointing to the other side of the road.

“And here is the machinery yard. It is full of tractors, combine harvesters, various implements… Do you remember, Vladas, our father’s brother Kazimieras used to farm on these lands?”

Vladas frowned.

“So now all that area is the collective farm? What about the people? Where do they all live?”

Jonas gestured toward the newly built houses.

“Right here, see? New houses. Before, there were only our homesteads, the Jankūnas’, the Preikšas’, and the Ramanauskas’. And now, the whole town is growing. Here, behind Jankūnas’, the Bernatavičius’, the Ramanauskas’, the Gulbinas’, the Švedas’ from Preikapė, and then, behind them, the Brazauskas’ from Lesčiukai. On the other side of the Aluona, all the settlers too. Just across the stream are the Serapinas’, then the Kvedaras’, who moved from Blandžiai, the Kurtkus’, the Falentinas’, from further afield the Kasiulis’ from Rudakiai, the Teresas’, the Gaizauskas’, the Nekrošius’, the Pilipauskas’, and the Gineika’ from Preikapė. They are increasing in number every year, and I don’t know them all yet…”

Vytas squatted down, running his hand over the grass.

“And people want to move here?”

Jonas sighed.

“Not everyone wants to, but where will you go? As fields were reclaimed, remote homesteads were pressured to be demolished and moved into the settlement. And so Paaluonys grew.”

Vladas pointed in the other direction.

“What else is there? You see a big building going up!”

Jonas confirmed:

“Yes, the collective farm is building a few cowsheds—enlarging the farm buildings. With so many people gathered in one place, they’re trying to concentrate production here so that they don’t have to go far to work.”

From afar, it was obvious that the site was not chosen for nothing—the hill offered a beautiful view of the Perkesa valley and the nearby Aluona stream.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Jonas said, with a trace of irony. “But do you know where the slurry from that cowshed will flow?”

Vladas caught the hint and wrinkled his forehead.

“Clearly, downwards. And where else?”

Jonas turned to his brothers.

“Down to the Aluona stream. From the Aluona to the Nevėžis, and from the Nevėžis to the Nemunas. It may be a nice place for a cowshed, but what about the water? Whenever it rains or the spring floods, all the slurry will flow into the Aluona. And neither the collective farm nor the government cares.”

Vytas shook his head sadly.

“So why do it? Couldn’t they choose other places where these pollutants don’t reach the streams?”

Jonas sighed.

“They don’t think about it. The collective farm authorities care about building as cheaply and quickly as possible. What is slurry? The water will carry it all away… And we, the locals, are left with the consequences—there are no more fish here for a long time, and in the spring you can smell the stench when everything seeps into the water.”

Vladas frowned.

“Has anyone tried to talk about it? Has any complaint been made?”

Jonas shook his head.

“What of it? It would only be counted among the enemies. They would say you are blocking the great construction. If you mentioned a cleaner environment, you would immediately become an ‘obstacle to progress’.”

Vytas gestured toward the hill.

“And still the same people will live here, see the same Aluona. Is it the same for them who will be left behind?”

Jonas lowered his eyes, slowly choosing his words.

“Maybe not everyone realizes what they are doing. But for us locals, our hearts ache.”

Vytas put his arm around Jonas’s shoulder, trying to reassure him.

“Well, brother, maybe there will come a time when people will realize what they are doing. Maybe even our children will make different choices.”

Jonas tipped his hat with a faint smile.

“There is a feeling that the spirit of the place is changing, but at the same time it remains. People are developing, adapting, but the place is still Paaluonys.”

“It is good that our Maziliauskas family is still here,” Vytas added. “Every time I come back, I see how things have changed, but your homestead is still the place where you can feel the same family spirit.”

“Life goes on,” Jonas agreed. “Though… everything goes round in circles.”

The men slowly returned to the homestead, having seen how life around Paaluonys was changing.

* * *

In the evening, the guests, in no hurry to leave, went to the outing held under the Jankūnas’ maple trees. Music was played, couples twirled, and singers belted out songs, their voices filling the warm summer air. Some cheered them on, others clapped or tapped their feet to the rhythm. Smiles, greetings, shared impressions, and laughter floated everywhere, and people cherished the rare chance to be together.

The feast outing had become an important part of such festivities — not only a celebration but also a way to strengthen community ties, remember old traditions, and meet both old friends and new acquaintances. As night fell, the old maples stood silently over the crowd, glowing softly in the dark, guarding this warm and unforgettable moment.
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The life of the family ran like a stream through the fields. The children had long since grown up, and all three of them—Kęstutis, Antanas, and Regina—had achieved good results in education and life.

Kęstutis became a true technical engineer, first graduating from the Technical College with a degree in radio engineering, and later from Kaunas Politechnical Institute, where he studied electronics. His hands could repair any appliance, and his mind was always working on new automation plans. Antanas, with a degree in hydraulic engineering from the Academy of Agriculture, defended his dissertation and took his first steps as a young teacher and researcher. Regina, the most gifted in mathematics and finance, graduated first from the Accounting Technical School and later from the Academy of Agriculture. She enjoyed her work as an accountant and was successful at the local Pernarava collective farm.

One by one, the children started their own families and, as is typical in life, scattered around Lithuania. The sons—Kęstutis and Antanas—lived in Kaunas, while Regina settled near her parents in Pernarava. Although their visits to their parents became less frequent, they still came to help on weekends or during holidays. But grandchildren brought new joy to Jonas and Mikasė.

The grandchildren became a true light in their lives. Antanas’s eldest son, Andrius, was a chatterbox and an organizer, always suggesting ideas to the younger ones. His brother, Mindaugas, was more reserved but never short of surprises. Kęstutis’s daughter, Jurgita, a lively and creative young woman, quickly joined Andrius and Mindaugas in their plans.

One summer, the children played a prank that stuck in the family memory. Andrius, thinking of an “experiment,” arranged for Mindaugas and Jurgita to catch frogs in the Aluona River. Mindaugas stuffed them into the pockets of Jurgita’s jacket, and then all three released them into Grandma’s bathtub, full of water. When Mikasė found the wriggling tub, she was first startled, then wiped her hands on her apron and asked:

“Well, Andrius, whose idea is this?”

“Grandma, not mine, I don’t know,” Andrius replied calmly, blinking harder, pretending innocence.

Mikasė, of course, knew it was his doing, but only shook her head with a smile.

“Frogs, you say? You are like frogs yourselves—always up to tricks.”

Jonas, too, loved to talk with his grandchildren. He often shared his own and his father’s wisdom, passing on simple but valuable advice.

Once, Andrius asked a serious question:

“Grandpa, why do people work the land?”

“Because, my child,” Jonas answered simply, “the earth is our mother. It nourishes us, and we care for it. If we treat it well, it will never let us starve.”

Andrius thought about it and added:

“Does that mean that we children have to look after it too? To make sure no one damages it, no one harms it?”

Jonas smiled.

“Yes, and you can contribute if you study, work, and respect it.”

“Grandpa, why is it that when we climb in the garden, some trees are full of apples and others are empty? Who is to blame here?” Jurgita asked.

“You see, granddaughter, my father used to say: ‘If your neighbor’s orchard is full of apples and yours has only a few, don’t blame others—first ask yourself if you’ve done everything right.’ And so it is here. Maybe it’s my problem. Every tree needs care, and I’m obviously not the best gardener,” Jonas admitted with a smile.

“So maybe there is something we can do? Maybe we should water them?” Mindaugas suggested, filling his toy watering can from the same tub where the frogs had been.

“Good idea, Mindaugas! You can water them—the trees will thank you,” Jonas agreed.

Mikasė, as always, was at the center of all family matters. She liked to take Andrius along when she visited neighbors or the local grocery store. He was a good conversationalist and always made sure his grandmother bought something for Mindaugas and Jurgita, too.

“Grandma, can we bring some more sweets for Mindaugas and Jurgita?” Andrius asked, though it was clear he wanted them himself.

“Of course, it should be the same for everyone,” Mikasė replied with a smile.

Although their children lived elsewhere, Paaluonys remained the family’s gathering place, where everyone found warmth, love, and the wisdom of their grandparents.

* * *

When Antanas announced his plans to teach in Algeria for three years, Jonas and Mikasė could not hide their anxiety. The news that their grandchildren, Andrius and Mindaugas, only six and five years old, would be going to a strange, distant Africa weighed heavily on them.

“In Africa?” Jonas repeated, raising his eyebrows. “Son, it’s so far away… It’s hot, deserted… And what will the grandchildren do there? They are still small.”

Antanas calmly tried to explain.

“Dad, it’s not as bad as you imagine. We live in modern times. Algeria is a civilized country. I’ll teach at a university, and we’ll live in a safe city where everything is adapted for families. And no, lions don’t roam the countryside,” he added with a smile, hoping to ease the tension.

Mikasė clasped her hands together, still worried.

“And what about Andrius and Mindaugas? They are still so small. The food is different… What if they get sick?”

“Mum, it’s going to be okay,” Antanas reassured her. “This is a great opportunity not only for me, but also for them. The children will learn French, get to know a different culture and broaden their horizons. After all, experience is important in life.”

Jonas shrugged, unconvinced.

“But three years… We won’t see them for so long. When they come back, Andrius and Mindaugas will be older. Who knows if they will still remember us the way they do now…”

Antanas smiled.

“Memories don’t disappear. We’ll write letters, make phone calls, and send photos. And we’ll visit during holidays whenever possible. I promise.”

Despite his reassurances, Jonas and Mikasė worried for a long time. In the last days before their departure, they tried to spend as much time as possible with their grandchildren. Grandma baked their favorite apple pancakes, and Jonas told stories about his youth so the boys would not forget their grandfather’s wisdom.

When the day of departure arrived, the grandparents stood in the courtyard for a long time, watching the car as Antanas’s family drove away. Mikasė wiped away a tear, and Jonas murmured softly:

“How quickly things change…”

For a long time afterward, they spoke of their grandchildren, wondering how they were doing in faraway Algeria. The letters and photos Antanas sent became treasures. Mikasė kept each one carefully, often looking through them as if to feel closer to her beloved family. Their hearts ached, but they realized the world was changing. Their children and grandchildren were living in a new era, where travel and new experiences were no longer rarities but part of life.
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The children had long since started their own families. Everyone was busy with their jobs, their homes, their careers, raising children of their own. They came back mainly on weekends, or to help with the bigger clean-ups—the potato harvest, haymaking, and other important farm routines. But in everyday life, Jonas and Mikasė were left alone. There was the house, there was the farm, there was the routine—but also an emptiness.

More and more often, Jonas noticed how memories filled the silence. Thoughts attacked him like a relentless wind. He remembered his youth, his first love, Elena. Had she lived her life happily? Or, like him, was she still haunted by unanswered questions? Why do some feelings never truly fade?

He thought, too, of his grandfather Kazimieras and his father Vladislovas, who had always reminded him:

“Family honor comes first, Jonas. Life will be anything but honorable.”

Jonas had lived by those words. But now, with the children gone, with no one nearby to remind him of those short, simple truths, he was left with his own doubts. Had he always behaved honorably? Had he always chosen well?

Sometimes it seemed to him that life had overtaken him. The youthful stubbornness, the belief in a brighter tomorrow—both had long since been worn down. Life in the collective farm was oppressive. He had never accepted it fully, even if he hadn’t suffered the worst of its hardships. By all accounts, he had lived decently, but had that life ever felt truly his own?

Maybe it was fatigue. Maybe the strain of a lifetime—the endless cycle of work, the forced collectivization that stripped people of real freedom, the memories of fire, of loss, of hunger. The ghosts of early grief were never far: the fire that had consumed his home, the death of his mother, father, brothers, sisters, and the constant struggle for a better piece of bread.

Sometimes, he wondered what might have been. Perhaps, had life turned differently, he could have become a teacher or used his sharp mind and practical hands in another field.

One evening, he sat by the window, looking out at the dimming light across the fields. Without thinking, he muttered softly:

“And who am I now?”

No one answered. The silence only deepened. He felt as if he had long since stopped being open—either to himself or to others.

* * *

Yet Jonas’s greatest pride was his children.

“Kęstutis is an engineer, Antanas is a promising scientist, Regina is an accountant—a necessary person for Lithuanian farmers,” he often said with a smile.

He was pleased to see them living with integrity, working hard, upholding the values he and Mikasė had instilled in them. His grandchildren were an even greater joy. Their pranks filled the house with laughter, brightening the days and lifting Jonas’s spirits even when his health betrayed him.

He loved to share his wisdom with them, telling stories of hard times, of triumphs and defeats, each with a moral he hoped they would carry into their own lives.

But age brought new burdens. His health was failing—decades of ceaseless work, night calls, and stress had taken their toll on his heart and body. Though he no longer had official duties at the collective farm, he could not step away from work entirely. It mattered to him to remain useful, whether in caring for the farmstead or simply being there for his children and grandchildren.
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When Lithuania regained independence in 1990, Jonas felt as though something long lost had finally returned. It was the moment he had been waiting for all his life. The joy of freedom flooded his heart.

“We are free again!” he would say with pride to anyone who would listen.

Yet joy was tempered with anxiety. Jonas knew from experience that freedom was not only hard to win—it was hard to keep. Sitting at the window of his hut, he often thought back to the long struggles his family had endured.

“How many times has our family gone through such trials?” he wondered.

He recalled the legend of his ancestor Martynas, who had lived in the days of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, when the country was strong and independent. Then came the partitions, Tsarist rule, and hardship. He thought of his father, Vladislovas, who had lived through the First World War, hiding from cannon fire as armies swept through Lithuanian villages. Later, after the Second World War, Vladislovas—fearing deportation—would tell tall tales about knowing Stalin, perhaps only to protect his family from exile.

Jonas’s own life had been no less marked by struggle. In the late 1940s, most men of his generation had taken up arms as partisans. Jonas, too, had considered it. But when he asked his ailing father, he received a sober reply:

“Son, the land must be worked by someone. Who will feed the children?”

It was a painful decision, but Jonas obeyed. He stayed, worked, and carried the burdens of collectivization. The injustice, the destruction of traditions, the endless quotas—it was all a constant weight. Still, he preserved what mattered most: family honor, faith, and Lithuanian identity.

Sitting in his backyard, watching the Aluona stream twist through the fields, Jonas would tell his children:

“Freedom is not a given. It must be cherished and protected every day.”

But inside, he worried. Did his children and grandchildren truly understand what freedom cost? Would they know how to defend it if dark times returned?

Despite his doubts, Jonas felt pride. His children were educated, his grandchildren curious and bright. The storms of history had not broken his family. That gave him peace, even as his health declined.

“I have lived a hard, but beautiful life,” he would say with a smile.

* * *

Independence also brought new challenges. Land ownership taken away by the collective farms had to be re-established for the former owners, but no one quite knew how. Though ill, Jonas wanted to be part of the decision. He called his children—Kęstutis, Antanas, and Regina—together.

“We need to decide what we will do with the land we can get back,” he said firmly. “For me, it is important that it is not left uncultivated. Land is not just earth. It is part of our whole life.”

The inheritance from his father, Vladislovas, amounted to about three hectares per heir. Mikasė could claim the same through her family. But divided into tiny parcels, it made little sense. After much discussion, the children agreed: the land would go to Regina. She lived nearby in Pernarava and had the will to farm, while Antanas and Kęstutis had built their lives in town. Relatives supported the decision—two aunts in Kaunas and Mikasė’s brother in Kėdainiai gave up their shares to Regina. In total, about 15 hectares could be consolidated. Enough to begin again.

But the land was scattered—some in Paaluonys, some in Vainikonys. With the help of land managers, it was consolidated closer to Pernarava. Regina and her husband Albinas rolled up their sleeves and set to work.

They were not alone. All across the village, families were reclaiming their fields. Yet enthusiasm was quickly met with reality. Collective farms handed out worn-down machinery, sometimes barely usable. Farmers searched for second-hand tractors, repaired what they could, and started from scratch.

For those without inherited fields, the state offered “three hectares”—a small parcel meant to sustain a family with livestock and basic crops. It wasn’t much, but it allowed almost everyone to own at least a little land.

The first years were hard. Knowledge was scarce, markets uncertain, buyers unreliable. Yet Regina had an advantage—she understood accounts, knew how to calculate costs and profits. Albinas, skilled with machinery, brought practical know-how. Together, they built the beginnings of a farm.

Despite the hardships, there was joy. For the first time in half a century, people owned their land again. The soil beneath their feet was theirs, and with it came freedom, pride, and responsibility.

In Paaluonys and the surrounding villages, hope returned. The future, at last, was in their own hands.
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April 1991 came with the first signs of spring. The earth was still cold, but the days were growing longer, birds had returned from their winter lands, and the first buds in the backyard whispered of renewal. Yet this spring carried not only rebirth but also irreparable loss. Jonas, after a long and heavy illness, passed away—suddenly, almost too soon. He left behind not only a family who loved him dearly, but also a legacy etched into the soil he had worked and into the hearts of those who had known him.

Jonas had always been more than just the eldest son of his family. From boyhood, he felt the weight of responsibility—first for himself, and then for others. He had worked beside his father in the fields, learned how to care for animals, how to inseminate cows, how to manage a farm, and above all, how to be a neighbor people could count on. If there was calving, a sick cow, or any farm concern, Jonas was the one called. He never refused. He never said, “I cannot.”

To his children, he was a pillar. Together with Mikasė, he raised Kęstutis, Antanas, and Regina, instilling in them respect, diligence, and an unshakable sense of family honor. All three carried that forward—educated, hardworking, and steady in their lives, whether in the countryside or the city. That was his greatest pride: his children, and through them, the certainty that his values would endure.

In his final years, Jonas seemed calmer, though at times touched by melancholy. He watched as Lithuania awoke again, as land was returned to its people. He saw Regina and Albinas reclaim their share and farm it with dedication. Perhaps it reminded him of his own youth—when his father, Vladislovas, and his uncles had once divided the fields of Paaluonys, dreaming of a future that Jonas himself had worked so hard to preserve.

* * *

Jonas left quietly, but the emptiness he left behind was immense. When he was laid to rest in Lesčiai cemetery, by the church where he had sung and prayed so often, the heavens themselves seemed to mourn. Though it was late April, the sky suddenly darkened, and within minutes hail, snow, and rain fell—a storm out of season, a raw lament from above.

“That’s how the sky shows a good man,” someone whispered.

People spoke of Jonas’s unending readiness to help, of his devotion to work and family, of the footprints he had left in every field, every home, every heart in Paaluonys. An old neighbor, his hat pressed to his chest, summed it simply:

“The man is gone, but his footprints are everywhere.”

Indeed, Jonas’s true legacy was not land or barns, but values: honor, perseverance, love of country, and love of family.

As the mourners dispersed that April evening, the sun broke through the clouds weakly. By the fresh mound of earth stood one figure still, gazing at the wooden cross on which Jonas’s name was newly carved. The spring wind rustled in the bare branches above, and birds circled the church tower, their cries sharp yet full of promise—as if life itself was reminding those left behind: even after loss, renewal comes.
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After Jonas’s death, Mikasė’s life took on a new rhythm—quieter, lonelier, yet still filled with meaning. She began cutting her household, one step at a time. The cow and pigs were the first to go; caring for them alone was too heavy a burden. She kept a small garden for a while–rows of potatoes, a few chickens scratching in the yard—but even that gradually became too much.

Her days found new purpose in her children and grandchildren. She often visited her daughter Regina, who lived nearby with her little ones, Dovilė and Regimantas. Curious and quick-witted Dovilė and gentle, helpful Regimantas became the sunshine of her days. Mikasė loved to tell them stories of her youth—about fields and rivers, about work and laughter, about hardships that shaped her but never broke her. She also spent much time with Kęstutis’s family, especially helping to care for her grandson Simonas. As Simonas grew, Mikasė became his quiet teacher of values, weaving life lessons into tales of farm work, family, and faith.

In time, Mikasė made a painful but necessary decision: to sell her homestead in Paaluonys. Alone in the large house, she no longer felt safe, and its upkeep had become impossible. Around the same time, Regina’s marriage broke down, and she too, was ready to start anew in Kėdainiai. Mother and daughter found a modest apartment in town and moved in together.

At first, Mikasė missed the countryside terribly. The smell of fresh earth, the Aluona’s quiet waters, the fields where she had lived her whole adult life—they stayed etched in her heart. Yet little by little, she grew used to city life. She was comforted by her brother Juozas, who lived nearby, and by frequent visits with her children. Old bonds also resurfaced.

Unexpectedly, Mikasė reconnected with Aldona, an acquaintance from her youth, the daughter of the Sutkus family for whom Mikasė had long worked as a servant. Aldona, too, had seen life’s darkest corners—she spoke of deportation, of Siberia, of hunger and loss. Together, the two women shared tea, bread, and long talks in kitchens and courtyards, where autumn leaves whispered their own memories.

It was in those conversations that Mikasė once revealed her deepest secret.

“Jonas… He may have loved me,” she whispered, “but part of his heart was somewhere else. He carried a secret I could never name—and he took it with him to the grave.”

There was silence, then Aldona asked gently:

“And what do you do with that burden?”

Mikasė’s answer was calm, almost luminous:

“I forgive. I forgive Jonas if he didn’t tell me something. I forgive anyone who has wronged me. I can no longer live with bitterness in my heart. May he rest in peace.”

From that day on, her serenity seemed to deepen. Forgiveness had given her freedom.

* * *

Mikasė lived twenty-two years after Jonas’s death. At first, time felt heavy, dragging in long, empty days. But toward the end, it seemed to fly, rushing by as if eager to carry her to her final rest.

Her last years were marked by illness that slowly eroded her strength. The woman who had once carried heavy buckets from the well and scythed fields now struggled to rise from bed. Yet her spirit remained strong. She clung to life, pleaded with doctors and children alike:

“Do something. I don’t want to die.”

Her words were not fear, but love—for her family, for the life she still wanted to share.

Fate, however, was unyielding. After a long, painful battle, Mikasė closed her eyes quietly, surrounded by her children and grandchildren. She left the world not in bitterness, but in peace, having given everything she could.

Her departure was felt like the dimming of a great light. And yet, her warmth lived on. In the laughter of her grandchildren, in the wisdom of her children, in the stories she had told, Mikasė remained.

Her life—like Jonas’s—was not easy. It was marked by toil, by loss, by endurance. But above all, it was crowned by love, forgiveness, and family. That was the inheritance she left behind.

And in Kėdainiai, under the same sky that once hung over Paaluonys, her children and grandchildren would sometimes say quietly to one another:

“She is gone. But she lives in us.”
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  Epilogue

  
  




The story of this family is not only about two people, but about generations who carried the weight of Lithuania’s history and kept their faith through every trial. Their lives were shaped by work and loss, by perseverance and modest joy. They did not seek recognition, yet their strength, honesty, and commitment to family made them truly remarkable.

Jonas stood firm, guided by duty and dignity. Mikasė faced hardship with calm resolve and kindness. Together, they raised children who learned from them not only how to live, but how to stand upright, respect others, and keep their word. That was their true legacy.

Their story is one link in a much longer chain. From Martynas, who lived in the time of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, to Kazimieras, who moved the family from Dokiai to Paaluonys, to Vladislovas, who endured war and occupation, to Jonas, who lived through the challenges of the Soviet years, and to Kęstutis, Antanas, Regina, and the generations that follow — each faced their own time, each left behind something lasting: integrity, faith, and love for the land and for Lithuania.

This is the Maziliauskas family line — a line that joins fathers and sons, mothers and daughters, across time. It carries both hardship and hope. It began long before us and will continue after us, changing as life changes, yet holding to the same roots.

As long as their names are remembered, the Maziliauskas family endures.

As long as their values are lived, their spirit remains.

And as long as Lithuania stands free, their lives will have meaning.
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The author of this novel, Professor Antanas Maziliauskas, says:

“I was born in the small village of Paaluonys, in Lithuania, where the fields, rivers, and family shaped the rhythm of life. Though I later became a professor, served as a university rector, and worked with farmers and policymakers, the heart of my world has always been people—their stories, their struggles, their quiet strength.

Family honor is my first work of fiction, but in truth, it is a return home: to voices and memories carried across generations, and to the bonds that hold families—and nations—together.”
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https://www.facebook.com/antanas.maziliauskas.9?locale=lt_LT

https://www.linkedin.com/in/antanas-maziliauskas-vdu26







  Notes




  A WARRIOR’S LEGEND AND FAMILY ROOTS



  1
  Kazimieras Maziliauskas, born 1854 in Dokiai, Lithuania, died 1925, married 1874 Julijona Rimkevičiūtė, born 1854, died 1924. Children: Konstantinas Maziliauskas, born 1876 in Dokiai, died 1940 in Noliečiai, Lithuania; Vladislovas Maziliauskas born 1881 in Dokiai, died 1950 in Paaluonys; Pranciška Antanina Maziliauskaitė (Vaitiekūnienė), born 1884 in Dokiai, died 1958 in Kankakee, IL, USA; Kazimieras Maziliauskas, born 1886 in Dokiai, died 1941 in Paaluonys; Zenonas Maziliauskas, born 1889 in Dokiai, died 1965 in Kankakee; Vincentas Maziliauskas, born 1891 in Dokiai, died in Paaluonys.


  2
  Vincentas Maziliauskas, born 1820 in Dokiai, Lithuania, died 1891 in Dokiai, married 1846 Marijona Mačiulytė–Radkevičienė, born 1816 in Lauksvydai, Lithuania. Children: Ieva Maziliauskaitė, born 1847; Anelė Maziliauskaitė (Sabeckienė), born 1852; Kazimieras Maziliauskas, born 1854.


  3
  Konstantinas Maziliauskas, born 1876 in Dokiai, Lithuania, died 1940 in Noliečiai, Lithuania, married Teresė Maziliauskienė (Ivanauskaitė), born 1885, died 1937. Children: Petras Maziliauskas, born 1910 in Paaluonys, Lithuania, died 1998 in Noliečiai; Pranciška Maziliauskaitė (Jurkienė), born 1914 in Paaluonys; Vaclovas Maziliauskas, born 1916 in Paaluonys, died 1966 in Adelaide, Australia; Donatas Maziliauskas, born 1921 in Noliečiai, died 1947 in Noliečiai; Juozapas Maziliauskas, born 1924 in Noliečiai.


  4
  Vladislovas Maziliauskas, born 1881 in Dokiai, Lithuania, died 1950 in Paaluonys, Lithuania, first married 1908 Juozapota Maziliauskienė (Morkutė), born 1886, died 1924. Vladislovas’s and Juozapotas’s children: Antanina Maziliauskaitė (Jonaitienė), born 1909; Kazimiera Maziliauskaitė (Sasnauskienė), born 1911; Jonas Maziliauskas, born 1920; Vladislovas Maziliauskas, born 1922; twins–Michalina Maziliauskaitė (Simanavičienė) and Stanislova Maziliauskaitė (Kasiulienė), both born 1923. Second married Kazimiera Samuškytė, born 1904, died 1967. Vladislovas’s and Kazimiera’s children: Angelė Maziliauskaitė (Bersėnienė), born 1925; Janina Maziliauskaitė (Miškinienė), born 1927; Sofija Maziliauskaitė (Leskauskienė), born 1930; Elena Maziliauskaitė (Januškienė), born 1932; Marijona Maziliauskaitė (Goleckienė), born 1933; Zenonas Maziliauskas, born 1935; Vytautas Maziliauskas, born 1941, all born in Paaluonys.


  5
  Kazimieras Jr. Maziliauskas, born 1886 in Dokiai, Lithuania, died 1941 in Paaluonys, Lithuania, married Ona Maziliauskienė (Damašauskaitė), born 1893 in Paaluonys, died 1956 in Paaluonys. Children: Bronislovas Maziliauskas, born 1912 in Paaluonys, died 1971; Mykolas Maziliauskas, born 1916 in Paaluonys, died 1946; Eleonora Maziliauskaitė (Džiugienė), born 1918 in Paaluonys, died 1994; Aleksandra Maziliauskaitė (Paulauskienė), born 1920 in Paaluonys, died 1951; Joana Maziliauskaitė (Šimkauskienė), born 1923 in Paaluonys, died 2004; Kazimieras Maziliauskas, born 1925 in Paaluonys, died 1986 in Nottingham, England.


  6
  Zenonas Maziliauskas, born 1889 in Dokiai, Lithuania, died 1965 in Kankakke, IL, USA, married Agnes Janushis, born 1895, died 1977. Children: Bruce/Bruno Maziliauskas/Maston, born 1919, died 1999; Albert Maziliauskas, born 1921, died 1944; Walter Frederick Mazolowskas/Maston, born 1923, died 1970.


  7
  Vincentas Maziliauskas, born 1891 in Dokiai, Lithuania, married Ona Maziliauskienė. Children: Stanislovas(Stasys, Stanly) Maziliauskas, born 1920 in Paaluonys, Lithuania, died 1972 in Bodafors, Sweden; Jadvyga Maziliauskaitė (Nekrošienė); Bronislava Maziliauskaitė (Povilonienė); Genoefa Maziliauskaitė (Petrėnienė).


  8
  Pranciška Antanina Maziliauskaitė (Vaitiekūnienė), born 1884 in Dokiai, Lithuania, died 1958 in Kankakee, IL, USA, married Antanas Vaitiekunas, born 1870 in Gailiūnai, Lithuania, died 1948 in Kankakee. Children: Genevieve T (Waitekunas), born 1905 in Illinois, USA, died 1968 in Kankakee; Bernard Anthony Wajtekunas (Waitekunas), born 1907 in Kankakee, died 1962 in Kankakee; Edward Waitekunas, born 1910 in Kankakee, died 1967 in Kankakee; Virginia Mary Waitekunas, born 1915 in Kankakee, died 1996 in Nerinx, Marion County, Kentucky, USA; Virginia Henrietta Hinze (Waitekunas), born 1919 in Kankakee, died 1995 in Illinois, USA.


  9
  Martynas(legend first name) Maziliauskas, born around 1750, married Morta(legend first name) Maziliauskienė. Children: Laurynas Maziliauskas, born 1770, married Magdalena Maziliauskienė (Jasevičiūtė); Andrius Maziliauskas, born 1771, married Rozalija Maziliauskienė (Rakevičiūtė); Pranas Maziliauskas, born 1773, married Barbora Maziliauskienė (Rakevičiūtė).


  10
  Andrius Maziliauskas, born 1771 in Dokiai, Lithuania, married Rozalija Rakevičiūtė. Children: Motiejus Maziliauskas, born 1800; Ieva Maziliauskaitė, born 1804; Agota Maziliauskaitė, born 1807; Anupras Maziliauskas, born 1815; Polikarpas Maziliauskas, born 1816; Vincentas Maziliauskas, born 1820, all born in Dokiai.


  RELOCATION FROM DOKIAI TO PAALUONYS. FIRST FAMILY EMIGRANTS



  11
  Antanas Vaitiekunas, born 1870 in Gailiūnai, Lithuania, died 1948 in Kankakee, Illinois, USA, son of Baltramiejus Vaitiekunas and Marijana Vaitiekūnienė (Tamoševičiūtė).


  12
  Genevieve T (Waitekunas), born 1905 in Illinois, USA, died 1968 in Kankakee, Illinois, USA, married 1929 in Kankakee Bernard Joseph Dowell, born 1906 in Illinois, died 1956 in Kankakee, son of Thomas Frank Dowell and Ada Grace (Bone). Children: Patricia J. (Dowell), born 1931 in Illinois, died 2015 in Kankakee, married Raymond Lloyd Kohl; Gloria (Dowell), born 1941, married Gary Allen LeCocq.


  13
  Bernard Anthony Wajtekunas (Waitekunas), born 1907 in Illinois, USA, died 1962 in Kankakee, Illinois, USA, married (1) Pearl (Yeates), born 1907, (2) Mary Elizabeth (Finnigan), born 1912, died 2002 in Kankakee. Children: Milford Bernard Wajtekunas, born 1930; died 1933 in Chicago; Joseph Wajtekunas and Mary Virginia (Wajtekunas), born 1942 in Kankakee, died 2002 in Glendale, Los Angeles, California.


  14
  Edward Waitekunas, born 1910 in Illinois, USA, died 1967 in Illinois.


  15
  Virginia Mary Waitekunas, born 1915 in Kankakee, USA, died 1996 in Nerinx, Marion County, Kentucky, USA.


  16
  Virginia Henrietta Hinze (Waitekunas), born 1919 in Kankakee, USA, died 1995 in Illinois, married 1936 Richard Alvin Hinze, born 1915 in Beecher, Will, Illinois, died 1983 in Illinois, son of Herman George Hinze and Emma Matilda Louise (Rump). Children: Sandra Jean (Hinze), born 1936 in Kankakee; Richard Alvin Hinze, born 1938 in Kankakee, died 2010 in Sikeston, Scott, Missouri; Linda (Hinze), born 1941 in Kankakee, and Bradford Eugene Hinze, born 1954 in Rockford, Winnebago, Illinois.


  17
  Bruce/Bruno Maziliauskas/Maston, born 1919, died 1999, married Violet Maston, born 1923. Daughter Laura Lynn Maziliauskas/Maston, born 1948.


  18
  Albert Maziliauskas, born 1921, died 1944.


  19
  Walter Frederick Mazolowskas/Maston, born 1923, died 1970. Married Kathryn Elizabeth Linton. Son Albert Frederick Mazolowskas/Maston, born 1945.


  20
  Petras Maziliauskas, born 1910 in Paaluonys, Lithuania, died 1998 in Noliečiai, Raseiniai distr., married Antanina Maziliauskienė (Štuikytė). Children: Stasė Maziliauskaitė (Žiaukienė), born 1939; Benjaminas Maziliauskas, born 1941; Česlovas Maziliauskas, born 1943; Vytautas Maziliauskas, born 1946; Birutė Maziliauskaitė, born 1947, died 1948; Albertas Maziliauskas, born 1953, all born in Noliečiai.


  21
  Pranciška Maziliauskaitė (Jurkienė), born 1914 in Paaluonys, Lithuania.


  22
  Vaclovas Maziliauskas, born 1916 in Paaluonys, Lithuania, died 1966 in Adelaide, Australia, married Kristina Maziliauskas. Children: Petras (Peter) Maziliauskas (Masiliauskas), born 1947; Sabina (Sabine) Maziliauskas (Masiliauskas), born 1950; Gintaras (Gunter) Maziliauskas, born 1952; Edmundas (Edmund) Maziliauskas (Masiliauskas), born 1954, and Diana Maziliauskas (Masiliauskas), born 1958, all born in Lithuania.


  23
  Donatas Maziliauskas, born 1921 in Noliečiai, Lithuania, died 1947 in Noliečiai, married Elena Maziliauskienė (Jurkutė), born 1913. Children: Danutė Maziliauskaitė, born 1941, and Regina Maziliauskaitė, born 1945, both born in Noliečiai, Lithuania.


  24
  Juozapas Maziliauskas, born 1924 in Noliečiai, Lithuania, married Zuzana Maziliauskienė. Children: Valdemaras and Algirdas.


  CONSTRUCTION OF THE SAMOGITIAN HIGHWAY



  25
  Kalamaška–a special horse-drawn cart designed for transporting soil, sand, gravel, or stones during road construction. It was unloaded by tipping the load to the side, as the driver pressed his shoulder against the opposite edge of the cart. These wagons were supplied by the road construction contractor.


  THE POST-WAR WAVE OF EMIGRATION



  26
  Kazimieras Maziliauskas, born 1925 in Paaluonys, Lithuania, died 1986 in Nottingham, England, married Gladys Bernice Maziliauskas (Clark), born 1924. Children: Susan Marija Maziliauskas, born 1956; Jonas Kazimieras Maziliauskas, born 1958; Petras Vytautas Maziliauskas and Mykolas Ričardas Maziliauskas, twins born in 1962, all born in Nottingham, England.


  POST-WAR HARD TIMES. NEW RULES



  27
  The “Stribs” were armed civilian units organised by the Soviet authorities, which between 1944 and 1954 in Lithuania assisted the Soviet occupiers in carrying out repressions, suppressing armed resistance, and combating so-called “anti-Soviet elements”.


  PEOPLE DEPRIVED OF LAND AND FREEDOM



  28
  “Buožės” was the name that Soviet authorities used to call owners of larger farms.


  THE FAITH THAT UNITES: THE FEAST OF ST IGNATIUS



  29
  Moskvich was a popular brand of compact cars in the USSR.


  30
  Zeimer in a folk language is a device for cutting firewood. It consists of a special table with a circular saw mounted on an axle and shaft, which is driven by an electric motor or an internal combustion engine through a belt drive.
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