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Map I. The invasion and partition of Poland, 1939




Dedication

For my ancestors who perished in the

pogroms, ghettos, and camps.

And for my great-grandpa Raphael Lending,

1859–1914, the umbrella maker, who knew

to move his family out of Poland

before it was too late.
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Part One

Kraków






1

THE NIGHT BEFORE EVERYTHING CHANGED, I HAD A VISION.

Zelda gripped my hand, leading me through a pitch-dark forest with no path. The fall air was cool, the sky ink black and moonless. Our footsteps crushed dry leaves and snapped twigs and branches, breaking the haunted silence. Oaks and elms loomed over us with their long and knobby armlike limbs twisting and bending above. An eerie wind, heavy with the scent of damp soil, rustled the dying leaves. The dark wood, full of ghosts, reminded me of my family, making me long for them.

“Which way is it?” I whispered to Zelda.

“I’m not sure. Maybe this way.” Still clasping my hand, she towed me toward the marshy scent of the Vistula River.

We crossed a small meadow of wet tallgrass and entered a tangled thicket that clawed at our arms and legs. The ground turned soft. Black clay sucked at our boots, the pungent river scent growing stronger. Shadows darted between trees. Germans, I thought. I wanted to run.

“What’s wrong?” asked Zelda.

“Nothing.” I didn’t want her to think I was afraid.

We followed the rippling sounds of water running over rocks and logs to a clearing. The river revealed itself, its glassy waters shimmering in starlight, snaking between shores overgrown with dense bushes and brambles. Next to the river, several weeping willows dipped their stringy branches into the water. One of them was the same willow where I had kissed Zelda for the first time, hidden beneath its curtain of branches. We were twelve years old. She had initiated the kiss. I was shy. She was bold. Four years later, at that same willow, I got up the nerve to ask her to marry me. “I will,” she said, “when we’re older.”


She led me to that willow. We sat beneath it, our eyes locked on the river, waiting for a boat to take us north, somewhere far away from the dark forest and shadows. As we watched for the boat, small black domes floated on the surface of the water, drifting toward us. When they got closer, I realized they were umbrellas.
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MY ALARM ABRUPTLY ENDED THE VISION AT SIX IN THE MORNING. It was the first day of the new month, 1 September 1939. I’d turned seventeen three days earlier. As I lay there in bed, sheets moist with sweat, my mind drifted, disturbed by the vision, unsure of its meaning.

At the foot of my bed, the thin white window curtains fluttered and billowed in the unusually warm wind coming off the river. They reminded me of Zelda’s sleeveless blue summer dress with yellow sunflowers. I liked that dress. It showed off her long slender arms, freckled and tanned by sun and wind. I was hoping she’d wear it that morning. We were to meet by the river soon to take our morning walk, a ritual of ours, before parting for work.

I got out of bed, threw open the curtains, and started for the bathroom when a heavy blast echoed in the distance, like a burst of thunder. But that couldn’t be right—warm sunlight was pouring through my window. I scanned the morning sky above the three- and four-story apartment buildings lining our neighborhood, Kazimierz. The sky was cloudless, a seamless expanse of brilliant blue. Then another blast, closer this time, rattled the windows and doors. This was not thunder.

I yanked on my suit trousers, nearly ripping a seam, and ran to the sitting room hollering, “What the hell was that?”

“The farshtunken reporter knows nothing!” shouted Bubbe—my grandma. Planted in her plush, maroon velvet chair, she was listening to the radio, drinking black tea from a teacup and saucer with trembling hands, gnarled and arthritic from old age and decades of sewing clothes. She nervously set the teacup on the side table and grabbed the armrests to hoist her barrel-shaped body out of the chair.


Papa leaned out the French doors that opened to the street, searching the sky for clues. His left hand gripped the iron balustrade outside the window, a cigarette pinched between his thumb and index finger, a cup of coffee rocking in his other hand. Dressed in his chocolate-brown suit, he was ready to go to the umbrella shop. He was always ready to leave before me.

He nervously tapped the cigarette against the balustrade to get rid of an ash that wasn’t there, took a deep inhalation from it before exhaling a stream of smoke. “Reuven, see over there.” He pointed with the cigarette, dribbling a small amount of coffee on his trousers. He didn’t notice, and I said nothing. “See what’s coming from the airport?”

I leaned out the window and spotted an ominous column of black smoke churning and billowing in the sky. Several large twin-engine planes appeared from the west and circled the city. Something was so very wrong.

“Are those ours?” I asked.

“I think so. Those look like our Łoś warplanes.”

“Oy—I don’t think so,” said Bubbe. She squeezed her stout, heavily perfumed body next to me. “Those are damn Germans.” She breathed hard, her doughy arm jabbing me in the side.

“Bubbe, I’m sure they’re ours,” said Papa. “Maybe they’re running drills.” His voice sounded thin and uncertain.

“Bullshit,” said Bubbe. “They’re Germans.” She spat out the window in disgust. “Such a broch!” She always spoke of curses.


“Why are there no air-raid sirens?” I asked.

“The mayor is an imbecile,” said Bubbe.

Mama rushed into the sitting room, cinching the sash of her blue robe, her thick brown hair tousled. “What was that noise?” she asked.

Sara and Basha, my younger teenage sisters, trailed her.

“Thunder,” said Sara, grabbing on to Mama’s robe for security. She glanced around the room, her wide eyes darting about, searching for some kind of confirmation.

“No—something exploded,” said Basha. She was thirteen, only a year younger than Sara. Confident and driven, Basha wore the intense, hardened look of a street fighter. “I think we’re going to die,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Don’t be stupid!” said Sara.

“Don’t you call me stupid! You’re stupid!” Basha shoved Sara, who was taller, long-limbed, and thin, more delicate than her. Both, unlike myself, excelled in school and studied voraciously. Basha loved history and wanted to be a journalist, whereas Sara favored astronomy over all else. Most of the time, those two got along, spending hours studying together and reading their books. But Basha was competitive and acted as a thorn in Sara’s side the moment she felt threatened.

Mama warned them to stop.

Bubbe waddled to the radio and turned up the volume. The news announcer’s voice faded in and out of a storm of static. I adjusted the tuning knob in tiny increments and found a clear channel. The announcer was breathless. Stumbling on his words, he reported sightings of German warplanes bombing Warsaw and German troops and tanks crossing over the western border into Poland. But they hadn’t confirmed anything.


Papa paced by the radio and stroked his thick black mustache, an annoying habit of his when agitated.

“Lev.” Mama crossed her arms against her chest. “You and Reuven need to get to the shop and bring home the accounting books and everything in the safe in case the shop gets bombed.”

Inside the safe was cash, ivory, and the precious gems and silver and gold bands we used for capping the umbrella handles.

Papa looked surprised. “I think we should stay together until we know the bombing is over, don’t you?”

“It’s quiet now. Maybe it’s over. Just make it quick. Go there and come back immediately. We can’t afford to lose those things.”

Unlike Papa, Mama was unwavering. She would’ve made a good general in the army. She was mission driven. Once she made a decision, there was no turning back.

Bubbe shook her head. “No. They should wait.”

“I agree with Mama. We should go,” I said. However, I wasn’t planning to go directly to the shop. I first needed to get to the river in case Zelda was there waiting for me. I wanted to be sure she was safe. But I knew if I said this in front of Mama, she’d say my place was with my family, and that Zelda would be with hers. It would be an argument I’d never win. So I kept quiet, a practice I was good at when dealing with Mama.

Mama and Bubbe argued, as they did often, with the fervor of a daughter and mother who had unfinished business from the past. We were used to it. Both were hardheaded, and it often took another family member to step in like a diplomat to help negotiate a resolution to their disagreements.

“Rachel does have a point,” Papa said calmly to Bubbe. He usually took that role, always the mediator. “If we lose the books and all the valuables in the safe, it will set us back. There does seem to be a lull in the bombing.”


“I agree,” I chimed in.

“You’re all meshuga! Crazy!” said Bubbe, plumping herself down into the plush folds of her chair. “You should stay right here until we know it’s safe to go out.”

Then Basha wanted to come with us. “Absolutely not!” said Mama, Bubbe, and Papa in unison.

“Oh, I think she should go,” said Sara sardonically.

Basha raised her fist at her.

“Don’t you dare,” said Mama.

I went to my room to finish dressing while Papa retrieved a rucksack and valise from the front closet. We bolted from the apartment, rushing down the three flights of stairs to the street. People were cautiously emerging from their apartment buildings, gazing up at the sky and at one another, confused and terrified. There were only a few horse-drawn droskies on the street. Those that rushed past us, their drivers snapping the reins, had buggies already full of passengers. On the street, I told Papa we needed to stop at the river to make sure Zelda wasn’t there waiting for me.

“I’m sure she won’t be there at a time like this,” he said while pacing anxiously, searching for an available drosky.

“But I have to be certain.”

Finally, a drosky stopped. Papa stepped into the open buggy and motioned for me to get in. “Come on, let’s go.”

“I can’t,” I said, slowly backing away. “I need to check on her.” I turned my back on him and started running toward the river. He immediately called after me and promised to first take me to the river.

That was Papa, always willing to compromise, always wanting to avoid confrontations and altercations. Although I’d been able to take advantage of this character flaw throughout much of my teenage years and enjoyed the freedoms his weakness provided me, I also resented it. I resented how Mama controlled him and how certain customers could see his kindness as an opportunity to exploit. They often persuaded him to sell an umbrella at a lower price, sometimes ten, fifteen, even twenty percent off the price tag. He was too accommodating.


It didn’t help that he was slight in physical stature, humble in appearance. Average in height and narrow shouldered, he had deep-set eyes that appeared contemplative, and often uncertain. A thicket of unruly black hair that was tamed with oil and brushed straight back framed his broad forehead and bony cheekbones. His small wire-rimmed glasses, like those of an accountant or librarian, balanced on the bridge of his keel-shaped nose; beneath its overhang sprouted a thick black mustache, its edges always perfectly trimmed along the gentle curve of his upper lip. He was a kind man, good to his workers, soft-spoken. A man who sometimes was too emotional, too easily manipulated.

After I climbed in, the young driver steered his horse down Mostowa Street toward the river. From our open carriage, we witnessed swarms of people spilling out from the doorways of their apartment buildings, rushing frantically through the streets of Kazimierz.

Meyer the fishmonger and Naftoli the tailor next door frantically locked down their shops while Jakov the shoemaker across the street covered his shop window with an enormous piece of wood planking. Further down, Big Ziggy, his bearded face and hairy arms coated in coal dust, was hurriedly unloading the last of his coal boxes from the back of his long wagon when he dropped two of them, spilling a pile of the black rocks across the sidewalk where people were trying to pass. He looked up at the sky when another couple of planes soared overhead. The fierce, throaty sounds of their engines roared past as the menacing iron crosses beneath their wings glared down at us. Then the air-raid sirens blasted, causing even more of a commotion in the streets.


Old Schmuel, long-bearded and bent over like a fishhook, appeared oblivious to the mayhem. He continued sweeping the streets as people ran past him. Avrom the water carrier spun round a corner and almost knocked Old Schmuel to the ground with the wood beam stretched across his shoulders, the water buckets at each end of the beam splashing and spilling. A businessman dodged Avrom and Old Schmuel, tripping and falling over a curb, narrowly escaping being run over by Lipa’s horse that was pulling the milk cart.

At the outdoor market on Gazowa Street, neighbors battled one another to fill their bags with food. Mrs. Baum, normally courteous and kind, shoved Mrs. Fischer out of the way to grab a loaf of bread.

“Thief!” an old man hollered, running after a boy weaving through the crowd with his pockets bulging with potatoes. A frantic mother used her pram, holding her baby and groceries, as a battering ram to push people out of the way. She nearly knocked down an elderly lady leaning forward on her cane as if battling a great headwind. She walked slowly amid the turmoil, taking one tiny, cautious step at a time.

Clogging the streets were delivery trucks and cars, anxious drivers banging on their horns, droskies jostling for position, bicyclists weaving in and out of the traffic. The horse-drawn carts from the local farms just outside of the city loaded down with gunnysacks of grains, cages stuffed with squawking chickens, wooden boxes of eggs packed in hay, and metal containers of milk had reduced the traffic to a crawl.


Our driver finally made it down to the Vistula River and turned on Podgórska Street, which ran alongside the river. At the bridge, I told him to stop.

“I’ll be right back,” I said to Papa.

“Hurry, and be careful,” he said, scanning the sky.

While calling out for Zelda, I tore through the bushes and brambles to the path running parallel to the river. Red-winged blackbirds darted about as I frantically searched north and south for a flash of her curly copper-red hair. But not a human was in sight. Mama and Papa were right—she must’ve been home with her family. However, I needed to be certain.

I ran back to the drosky and told Papa she wasn’t there and that I’d meet him at the shop after I checked on Zelda’s apartment. It was only four streets away from the river.

“No, that’s enough! You come with me now. We’ll check on the way back.” His hands gripped the seat railing, knuckles white. “Now get in, Reuven!” It was rare to see him so angry.

“I’m sorry, Papa, but I have to go.” I took off toward Krakowska Street, where Zelda and her family lived. He called after me. I didn’t stop. As I ran, a wave of guilt washed over me. Maybe it was a mistake, but I couldn’t stop myself. I had to be certain Zelda was safe.
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ABOVE, TWO TWIN-ENGINE GERMAN PLANES CIRCLED KRAKÓW like hawks searching for prey. Another bomb exploded somewhere in the distance, followed by the ominous howls of the air-raid sirens. Echoing across the city, their shrill pitch grew louder with a chilling intensity—a haunting primal wail slicing through the air. It was terrifying.

More trucks, cars, and droskies clogged the streets with people on foot scurrying between them as if being chased.

When I finally reached Zelda’s building, there were frightened families loading mountains of luggage into two trucks, five cars, and three rickety horse carts that were parked in front. A driver nervously paced around a fourth horse cart, his dark beady eyes fixed on the sky, waiting impatiently for his customers.

Inside the building, the frantic voices of children screaming and crying and parents hollering directions to one another reverberated through the hallways. I ran up the stairs to the third floor, pushing past a barrage of people rushing down the stairs hauling luggage and furniture.

I pounded on Zelda’s door. It swung open and there was her fourteen-year-old brother, Joshua, looking perplexed. “Reuven! What are you doing here?”

“I just wanted to check on Zelda.”

“Come in. She’s in her room packing.”


Joshua was like a younger brother to me. Whenever I was at their apartment, he’d want to play a game of chess or go outside and kick a football around the yard. He was very adept at learning foreign languages and spoke fluent German and French and had a handle on English.

“We’re leaving!” yelled his younger brother, Eli, as he ran past me down the hallway to his mother.

Mrs. Abramovitch didn’t notice me enter the apartment as she dashed from room to room, packing clothes and kitchen items. “Hello, Mrs. Abramovitch,” I said.

She looked up, startled. “Oh—hello, Reuven!” she said, tying a box closed. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you with your family?”

“I was worried about Zelda.”

“Well, that was kind of you to come and check on her. But you should be with your family. Are they all right?”

“Yes. Everyone is fine.”

“Good. You’ll find Zelda in her room packing.”

Zelda also hadn’t heard me enter the apartment and was surprised to see me. I closed the door, threw my arms round her, squeezed her body against mine, and kissed her freckled lips. She caressed my face with her tender hands. Her green eyes, the color of oak leaves, were a shade darker from sorrow.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“East. To my aunt and uncle’s farmhouse outside Dębica. But I don’t want to go.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know. Papa says we’ll come back when it’s safe. I wish you could come with us.”

“So do I.”

“Is your family leaving?”


“I don’t know yet. We have the shop to watch, and we don’t have any family in the countryside. Let me help you pack.” I handed her some clothes and felt such sadness as I looked around her small, sparsely furnished room containing a faded oriental rug, a dark wood dresser, a small bed, and a writing desk where she did her homework and read her books that lined the walls from floor to nearly the ceiling. Her papa had built the bookshelves from scraps of pine that he got from a friend of his who was a carpenter.

The room looked like a small corner of the Kraków library. Books helped feed her insatiable curiosity for stories about the world, and her spongelike brain absorbed knowledge effortlessly, devouring everything that piqued her interest. She was the smartest student in our high school, the most intelligent and sensitive person I’d ever known. Why she was with me, I never quite understood. When I asked her once, she said, “Besides being handsome, you have a kind heart, like your papa. And you’re smart in your own way.” I liked the handsome part, didn’t like being compared to my papa, and wasn’t sure what she meant about being smart “in my own way.” I decided to never pursue the meaning of that comment.

On the one wall without books, a window looked out at the building sandwiched beside theirs. On the wall next to the window, Zelda had hung a framed print of a Matisse painting called The Open Window. It was so peaceful and beautiful that it completely overshadowed the dismal view from the real window.

I was with Zelda when we had discovered the print while garbage picking after school four years ago in the very wealthy section of Podgórze. This was a favorite activity of ours. The painting showed two French doors open to the Mediterranean Sea filled with sailboats. In the foreground were potted plants and greenery, perhaps vines, framing the view of the sailboats. The colors were bright and vibrant, with shades of turquoise, blues and greens, burnt oranges, and tomato reds, a wall that was a rich violet. These were Zelda’s colors. She said this was her favorite painting in the world because the view filled her with inspiration, hopefulness, and a sense of serenity. When I looked at the picture, I felt similarly.


“Reuven, can you help me reach the books I want to pack? I told Mama I wanted to bring ten with us. She said five. We settled on eight.” She selected Boundary by Zofia Nałkowska; Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and War and Peace; Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov; The Great Gatsby by Fitzgerald; the epic poem Pan Tadeusz by Adam Mickiewicz; a book on human biology; and The Tree of Life, written by Hayyim ben Joseph Vital in 1573, a book about the teachings of Kabbalah, the mystical and esoteric texts of Judaism. “Your parents won’t like you bringing this one,” I said as I handed it to her.

“Too bad. They know they can’t stop me from reading it.” Reading about Kabbalah was a huge source of tension between Zelda and her parents. The Orthodox believed it was forbidden for women to learn about Kabbalah and its teachings. But Zelda wasn’t religious in the traditional Orthodox way that her parents were religious. She considered herself spiritual, not religious, and it was the mystical aspects of Judaism that fascinated her. She studied the teachings of Kabbalah through reading The Tree of Life, despite their concerns. There were times she shared with me what she learned, and I understood some parts of what she explained. But other times, it was as if she was speaking a foreign language. I once asked her why she was so interested in Kabbalah. She claimed that Kabbalah gave her a deeper sense of meaning and purpose in life, a more complex understanding of how everything on earth and throughout the universe was interconnected in ways we often didn’t consciously perceive. “But you must live Kabbalah, Reuven. Not just read it,” she’d say. “I promise, if you do, you’ll see the world entirely differently.”


Although she was aware of my resistance to anything considered religious or spiritual, she never gave up on trying to show me a new way of seeing and understanding the world.

“Reuven! Come and help me,” beckoned Mr. Abramovitch’s dry and gravelly voice from the sitting room.

Zelda drew me tight against her and kissed me. The warmth of her body, her steady breath, the scent of lavender on the gentle curve of her neck, her light blue cotton dress soft as silk in my hands, filled me with longing and deepened my gloom. I dreaded being separated from my brilliant, spiritual, incredibly sensitive Zelda. The longest time we’d ever been away from each other was for a mere ten days, when my family took a summer trip to the mountain resort in Zakopane. Those ten days seemed like a month. Daily, I wrote her postcards telling her how much I missed her, and how I longed to have her back in my arms the moment we returned.

As we embraced, troubling thoughts of something bad happening to her in the countryside consumed me. My heart felt heavy with foreboding. I feared she might vanish if I let her go.

“Reuven!” her papa yelled again. “I need you!”

“Go help him,” whispered Zelda, followed by another kiss. “And don’t worry. I don’t think we’ll be gone long.”

In the small sitting room, hunched over and haggard, Mr. Abramovitch was stuffing an overpacked trunk with some more books and clothes. He carefully wrapped his sacred leather-bound Talmudic prayer book in his tallit—a white prayer shawl—along with his royal blue velvet bag containing his tefillin. These were two small leather boxes containing parchment scrolls that fit in the palm of a hand. Being Orthodox, Mr. Abramovitch dutifully wore the tefillin every time he prayed.


“Help me close this,” he said while pushing down on the trunk’s lid. I put all my weight on it and could barely latch it closed. Then he stiffly lifted one end of the trunk, groaning and complaining about its weight as I lifted the other end. We carried the trunk down the first flight of stairs and at the landing had to stop and put it down so he could catch his breath. The black velvet yarmulke capping the crown of his shiny bald head like an acorn was sliding off, revealing the last stray threads of gray hair clinging to his scalp firmly as weeds. Streams of sweat dripped down his dome-like forehead. “Oy gevalt,” he grumbled while wiping away the sweat with his handkerchief and repositioning his yarmulke.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“If I have a heart attack or stroke, you make sure my family gets out of here. Promise me that!”

“Of course, I promise. But please, don’t have a heart attack or stroke, Mr. Abramovitch. Your family needs you.”

“I should get a hernia for sure. My back is killing me!”

“Use your legs, Mr. Abramovitch, not your back.”

“My farshtunken legs? The only thing they’re good for is taking me to the kitchen table to eat and getting me to the toilet.”

Mr. Abramovitch was a small, potbellied man, bespectacled and rabbinical looking with his long gray beard that blended with his curly sidelocks and tea-stained mustache that draped over his upper lip. He fervently studied Torah and went to synagogue daily, whereas my family, except for Bubbe, were socialists and culturally Jewish, but nonpracticing. The only time we attended synagogue was on the high holidays, for the sake of tradition, and on the anniversary of Grandpa Eliyohu’s death, to honor Bubbe’s wishes.


Mr. Abramovitch’s dream had been to become a rabbi, a dream that had evaded him. Unable to make a living as a rabbi, instead he became an itinerant tailor, eking out a meager salary on an old Singer treadle machine that occupied a corner of the sitting room. Zelda told me that when she was little, she sometimes heard him praying at night, imploring God to tell him what he must do to make enough money to open his own shop. Sometimes he wept. Other times, he spoke in more angry tones, beckoning God to answer his prayers.

Mrs. Abramovitch earned most of the family income. Unlike her husband, she landed a steady job working as a mender for a very successful tailor, Mr. Fischler, on Józefińska Street. She learned the trade from her parents and started working at nine years old. She taught Zelda to sew, even though Zelda, from an early age, had planned on becoming a pediatrician. No matter that Zelda excelled in school and had skipped two grades, her mother still insisted she learn to sew. “Sewing is a trade people always need. And nobody can take it away from you!” she’d exclaim.

After finally loading the trunk, Mr. Abramovitch was too exhausted to do more heavy lifting. He climbed into the wagon with the help of the driver and sat down to rest his sore knees and back and catch his breath before returning to the apartment. In the meantime, I moved the rest of the luggage with the help of Zelda and Mrs. Abramovitch.

When we finished, the day had turned to dusk. Biala the lamplighter, a lonely figure bent over in black, raggedy clothes, limped down the street toward us, using his long wooden pole with a metal hook at the end to turn on the gas before lighting each streetlamp with a candle.

Zelda’s parents sat on a bench behind the driver, their wagon stacked high with their valises, trunks, and satchels full of clothes. Joshua and Eli sat in the back where they had made a comfortable place to sit among the piles of luggage.


Before mounting the wagon, Zelda hugged me one last time.

“I love you and will miss you,” I whispered into her ear.

“I love you and will miss you more,” she whispered back.

“But I miss you already.”

“And I already miss you.” Her woeful voice was soft and airy, a gentle whisper, like the sound of the tallgrass by the river rustling in a warm breeze.

I wanted to give her something to remember me by but had nothing in my pockets except a few kopeks. I looked down at my clothes and tore off one of the large shiny black buttons on my trousers used for holding my suspenders.

“What are you doing?” she asked, looking confused.

I pressed it into her hand. “Hold on to this button for me and when you return, you can show me how to sew it back on.” We kissed. I tasted salty tears running across her lips. Our beseeching smiles signaled to the other that we wanted to believe all would go well. And that we’d see each other soon. Yet in her deep green eyes, glistening in the flicker of the streetlamp’s flame, there was anxiety, trepidation, and sadness. I’m sure she saw the same in my eyes.

Eli and Joshua were in the back of the wagon, sandwiched between the trunks and valises, passing the tattered football between them. Joshua looked over at me and waved excitedly. “Be prepared!” he said. “I’m going to beat you the next time we play chess!”

“I doubt it!”

“You’ll see.”

Zelda kissed me again, then climbed onto the wagon and sat down on the bench behind the driver, nestled between her mother and father.

“Watch for my letters,” she said as their wagon slowly pulled away, heading eastward toward the bridge spanning the Vistula River.


“Don’t lose my button!” I hollered back.

“Trust me,” she replied.

As the horse towed their wagon through patches of darkness, Zelda appeared and disappeared in the warm glow of the streetlamps. Our eyes remained locked on each other as we blew one last kiss and waved desperately before she vanished into the obscurity of the night.
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AFTER SAYING GOODBYE TO ZELDA, I REALIZED IT WAS TOO LATE to return to the shop. Papa would already be home, and I wasn’t ready to go there to deal with the repercussions of my actions.

Meandering the gray cobblestones of Podgórska Street along the Vistula, I thought about how long it would be until I’d see Zelda again. Smoky clouds of dense gray fog climbed the riverbank and drifted across the road. Podgórska was crowded with droskies and horse-drawn wagons, pushcarts and trucks filled to the brim with families and their belongings. The steady stream of people fleeing the city flowed toward the bridge at Krakowska Street where they crossed the Vistula and headed eastward, away from the bombing, in the same direction Zelda had gone. I walked in the opposite direction, toward the train bridge.

At Starowiślna Street, I was about to turn left when I noticed, fading in and out of the fog, the blinking red lights of several ambulances parked near the train bridge. As I got closer, the misty outlines of people carrying shovels, wheelbarrows, and stretchers appeared in the field at the foot of the bridge where a bomb had dropped. The bomb had hit the tracks at the end of the bridge where the train crossed.

From the field, desperate voices called out for help; others cried out in pain. Polish soldiers directed civilians volunteering to help, showing them where to dig around the bomb site, and where they needed stretchers.


Emerging from the fog like a ghost, sauntering in my direction, came a tall lanky man with long wispy arms looking like willow branches, his face coated with specks of dirt and beads of sweat. He dragged one end of an empty stretcher through the grass, spotted me, and called out, “Come help. Take the other end.”

We carried the stretcher through wet grass until we came across the bodies of wounded and dead soldiers strewn about the tangled tracks. The carcass of the nine-car military train on its side came into view. Black smoke and flames from the locomotive stirred with the fog and filled the air with the acrid stench of burning coal, oil, wood, and flesh. Half the train was still on the bridge with two of its cars blown wide open. Soldiers’ bodies lay strewn across the wood floors and seats, their backpacks, canvas duffel bags, and clothes scattered across the tracks. Bloody body parts spread across the wet grass: a severed leg, bloody red bits of raw flesh, a severed finger with a silver ring on it.

Two soldiers supporting each other limped past us when the man carrying the other end of the stretcher stopped next to a soldier lying face down in the wet grass, motionless, blood pooling around his midsection. We set the stretcher on the ground and the tall man rolled the soldier over on his back to check if he was alive. His stomach was a bloody hole, ground meat and shiny pale intestines spilled out. I turned away. My legs went weak and my stomach churned. I vomited.

“He’s gone,” the man said plainly, as if what he’d just seen was something he’d seen many times before. “We’ll come back to get him after we find the wounded.” I nodded, trying to hold myself together. Yet the surrounding carnage was overwhelming, making me unsteady on my feet.


A dead horse lay on the tracks, head nearly severed, limp tongue hanging out of his mouth as if licking the ground. Another horse on its side struggled in the dirt, kicking its legs desperately, trying to stand up. Jagged white bone and sinew burst out at the knee of its right foreleg. A military officer walked up to the suffering horse, drew his pistol, and shot it between the eyes at close range. Blood spurted from its head in a stream as it hit the ground. I wretched again, thinking, I can’t take this hellish place much longer. But to leave would’ve been cowardly, and so I forced myself to stay.

The man at the opposite end of the stretcher pointed to a wounded, barely conscious soldier in the wet grass. The young Polish soldier, maybe a few years older than me, moaned as blood from a deep head wound oozed into his blond hair and streaked down his face. His arm appeared broken, his foot nearly severed at the ankle; the repulsive bone tore through the flesh, the angles all wrong. The man beside me spoke calmly to the soldier, telling him everything would be okay. Acting without hesitation, he took the soldier’s knife and sliced a strip of khaki-green wool from the soldier’s pant leg and tied the ends of the cloth to make a tourniquet. He placed it around the bottom of the right leg and used a stick to twist the tourniquet and stop the bleeding.

I realized this man had seen war before. He was Papa’s age and must’ve fought in the last war, like Papa. This man had smelled the blood and stench of burning flesh and had seen the wounded and the dead. And now, I had, too.

When we lifted the soldier onto the stretcher, he cried out in agony, a primal scream that sent chills through me. He then fell unconscious.

We carried him to the road where ambulances and droskies waited. The other man faced forward, holding the stretcher behind him with the soldier’s upper body at his end. As we walked, I saw the mud and grass on the bottom of the soldier’s black leather boots and the splintered white bone and tendons, like a mass of sliced white kite strings, protruding from the fleshy red meat of his ankle. At first, the sight repulsed me and I tried to avert my gaze. But then I forced myself to look at it. I wondered if it was possible to repair a wound like that.


We helped an ambulance driver load the soldier into the vehicle and immediately returned to the field where we repeated this task over and over, working late into the night.

When the field was finally clear of the dead and wounded, I told the man I needed to get home, that my family was waiting for me. He said goodbye and wished me luck. Grateful that I’d met him, I wished him the same and wondered if we’d ever meet again.

While walking home along the river, a barge carrying lumber emerged from the fog as it headed north. A man crossed over the logs near the bow, holding a kerosene lamp, its light small as a star floating in the mist. A map of the river appeared in my mind. It snaked through the heart of the country, connecting Kraków with Warsaw, Sandomierz, Bydgoszcz, and Gdańsk. I thought about how many other cities had been bombed, how many more dead and wounded lay scattered across the country.

In the late hours of night, fewer people were leaving the city. The skies were now quiet, the air still and humid. My mind fell into a state of numbness; a blanket of exhaustion swept over me. I should’ve been hungry, ravenous, in fact. I hadn’t eaten all day, yet the thought of eating made me nauseous. Overwhelmed by the horror of what I’d witnessed, my mind was shutting down.

When I returned home, it was past midnight and Papa was on the couch in the sitting room reading a book. He put the book down on his lap when I walked in and gazed at me from head to toe, his face in shock. “My God, what happened to you?” he said. I looked down at my clothes and for the first time noticed bloodstains all over my shirt and pants with more dried blood staining my hands and arms.


Mama started yelling from the kitchen. “How dare you leave your father like that! You terrified us! What’s wrong with you?!” She entered the sitting room with her hands flying over her head, her face peeled back in anger. “Where have you been all this—”

Her voice went quiet the moment she saw me.

“Oh my God, what did you do?” She gazed at me, clutching her hands.

I had little to say. I briefly told them about helping Zelda and her family pack and mentioned the bomb site. I was too exhausted to go into details, nor did I want to remember what I’d just seen.

“You should’ve never left your papa,” said Mama. “He needed you more than Zelda’s family needed you. And then to not come home afterward! To leave us here not knowing what’s happened to you! How could you?”

Papa slammed his book down on the table. “That’s enough, Rachel! Leave him alone.”

There were only a few times in my life when I’d seen Papa suddenly snap and yell at Mama like that. Like a couple of years ago when Mama blamed him for not selling enough umbrellas in the months of April, May, and June—the rainy months. I appreciated Papa coming to my defense. He had never spoken about what he’d witnessed in the last war. But I knew he understood what I’d seen.

“I don’t care!” said Mama. “He should’ve come home, Lev. He should’ve known better.”

Mama always got the last word in.


Bubbe came out from her bedroom dressed in her long nightgown, ordering Mama to calm down and to lower her voice. She told me to run the bath, get cleaned up, and then try to eat something. She also seemed to understand what I’d witnessed because she, too, had lived through the last war, as did Mama. But that didn’t seem to matter to Mama.

Before I headed to the bathroom, Bubbe whispered in my ear: “You did the right thing, honey. I’m proud of you.”

That night, although I had not an ounce of energy left in me, I couldn’t sleep. I lay in bed for hours, trying to rid my memory of all the bloody carnage at the bomb site. Staring up at the ceiling, I shifted my thoughts to Zelda. My heart was already aching for her, as if she’d been gone for months. The tears running down her face made me think of the river itself. How the water flowed from the mountains in the south to the Baltic Sea in the north with its tributaries branching out from its main artery like roots of a tree, feeding thick forests, farmlands, villages, small towns, and cities. Everything seemed interconnected by the river, just like what Zelda said the Kabbalah taught.

At this moment, I wanted Zelda curled up next to me, her arm draped across my chest, her hand cradled in mine. I missed the warmth of her skin pressed against me, my fingers combing through the long strands of her thick and curly copper-colored hair. I wanted her next to me talking about her day, or telling me stories, or describing what she learned about Kabbalah, or singing to me in her sweet raspy voice the Yiddish song “Belz, Mayn Shtetele Belz.” I wanted her to hold me and to help me forget, if even for a moment, about the world crumbling around us.
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OVER THE NEXT SEVERAL DAYS AND NIGHTS, THE TERRIFYING air-raid sirens sent us scrambling down the three flights of stairs to the dank, dirt-floored cellar. Bare bulbs hanging from a wire snaking along the low ceiling dimly illuminated our primitive cave crammed with families huddled together in trepidation.

Initially, panic quieted the people. But as the hours passed, a cacophony of sounds reverberated through the shelter. Conversations emerged, babies wailed, youngsters darted about playing tag and stumbling over people. Occasionally, there were arguments. And there were the elderly with their weak bladders who left quietly to relieve themselves despite their anxieties. Yet from the pungent scent of urine, clearly some were too afraid to leave.

Bubbe tired of going up and down the stairs every time the air-raid siren blared. She resisted leaving the apartment. But we refused to leave her behind. Then one day, the cellar lost its electricity. She panicked and grabbed my arm, gasping for air. I begged her to calm down, but she couldn’t hear me. Her eyes glazed over, staring off into space. Her breath stopped for a moment, then her lungs gasped for air. I thought she was having a stroke. Mama started screaming. Papa helped me take her up the narrow, rickety wood staircase leading out of the cellar.


In the hallway, we gently laid her down on the white and black tile floor and I kept talking to her and patted the sides of her face, trying to bring her back to life. Her inhalations turned shallow, then barely perceivable. Papa and I told her to breathe, keep breathing! Her eyes closed, and it seemed she was departing for the next world.

Mama jumped up and down in the hallway, screaming at us to do something. But I didn’t know what else to do, and neither did Papa. Then Bubbe’s body jolted, followed by a deep inhale, then an exhale, another inhale, and so on. “My God!” Mama cried out. We all ordered Bubbe to keep breathing. With her eyes still closed, she mumbled that she needed some fresh air. Then her eyes opened, as if she’d just wakened from a deep sleep. “Take me upstairs,” she said. “Get me the hell out of here!”

The sirens continued to blare. Mama and my sisters hugged Bubbe and begged her to come back to the cellar, but she refused. “I want to go,” she said. “I’d much rather die alone in the apartment than inside that suffocating cellar with all those meshuga people.” Mama tried convincing her otherwise, but it was no use.

Mama, Papa, and the girls returned to the cellar while I assisted Bubbe up the staircase. With my arm strapped around her barrel-shaped waist, we slowly made the ascent, plodding one stair at a time, as if climbing a steep mountain. Her soft body pressed against mine, her dress moist with sweat, her nervous body odor a musty blend of sour lemons and sweet perfume. “Go faster, honey,” she said. “Go much faster. I need to pee!”

Tightening my grip on her waist, I pulled her up the stairs, quickening our pace. “Keep going, honey. Faster, for God’s sake!”

At the apartment, she threw open the door and scurried down the hallway for the toilet with her legs pressed together, groaning “Oy—oy—oy,” the entire time. The moment she ducked inside the bathroom there was a loud “Oyyyy veeeehhhhh!!” When she came out the color had come back to her face and she smiled. “That was a real close one, honey.”


She went to the sitting room, plopped down in her cushy chair, and turned on the radio. The air-raid sirens fell silent. I adjusted the dial and found a station with some news. The announcer reported Polish troops were still holding their positions along the border but were suffering large casualties. Bubbe shook her head in resignation. “It’s only a matter of time now before those Germans push our troops back.”

“Why are you so sure?”

Bubbe explained how she’d seen it all before in the last war. She said in December 1914, first it was the Russians that invaded the country. She and Grandpa Eliyohu thought it would end there. But then in May of 1915, the Germans and Austro-Hungarian troops forced a Russian retreat and maintained control of the country until the end of the war. “Those damn Germans did what they wanted!” she said. “But now it’s different. Now they have it out for the Jews. In Russia there were the pogroms, and those were horrific. But these Germans . . . what they want to do to us is just as bad, or even worse. Hitler and his Aryan race . . . Damn mamzer sonofabitch. He and his followers called us a subspecies of human beings. Who could think such a thing?!”

“What do you believe will happen if they occupy our country?”

“I can’t imagine. I saw such terrible things when they occupied Kraków in the last war. Food was hard to come by, people went hungry, the women . . .” She paused for a long moment. Tears welled in her eyes and she shook her head from side to side, as if trying to suppress a painful memory that had just surfaced. “I worry about your mama and sisters. You and your papa must make sure you hide them from those Nazi soldiers if they come here. You promise me that!”


“Of course.”

She switched off the radio and gently closed her eyes. “I’m so tired, my dear. So tired of this world.” She took a full breath and sighed. The deep lines of history etched in her forehead and carved round the corners of her eyes made me think about what it must be like to experience yet another war at her age. It was confounding and filled me with a profound sadness. She was such a good person, so naturally loving, kind, and generous. A person like her having to endure so much suffering—it made no sense.

“Can you make me a cup of tea, honey?” she asked with her eyes still closed.

“Of course, Bubbe.”
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IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED, A RELENTLESS WHIRLWIND OF events unfolded, stealing our sleep and fraying our nerves as tensions escalated by the hour. Britain and France had declared war on Germany, providing us with a sliver of hope. Yet that hope slipped away as parts of our nation swiftly fell under German control. While Warsaw tenaciously clung to resistance, Kraków, for some unknown reason, had quickly hoisted its white flags of surrender, shamefully handing over control of our city to the German authorities without hardly a fight. Why Klimecki, the mayor of our city, had surrendered so quickly to the Germans was baffling. Some said it was to save lives, others said he was simply a coward.

Everyone in my family felt the prospect of beating back the German forces was evaporating. Even Papa, the eternal optimist, succumbed to a melancholy whenever he picked up the newspaper and read about another defeat.

To make matters worse, paranoia was infecting our community. Some neighbors and people in the markets and shops claimed a “Fifth Column” of Poles were working for the Germans. They accused others of spying, planting bombs, and even poisoning the water. Some said they were falling ill from the poisoned water; others said they saw assassins hiding on the rooftops.

Deciding which rumors were true and false was a confounding task. No one knew whom to trust. Mama and Bubbe were certain there were already large numbers of Poles siding with the Germans. They warned my sisters and me to be careful with whom we spoke, including our goyim friends. But Papa thought they were overreacting, and I agreed with him.


As depressed as he was about the German offensive, Papa still wanted to believe in the allegiance of the Poles, as did I. He told Mama and Bubbe that until proven otherwise by facts, and not rumors, he still considered our Polish customers as trustworthy as our Jewish ones, and he’d treat them the same. Mama and Bubbe argued with him, working as a team to try to convince him otherwise. But Papa refused to debate the issue. He stated his opinion, and this time he held his ground. He had no patience for long-drawn-out arguments.

During this chaotic period of upheaval and uncertainty, Papa and I went to work every day, trying to maintain a sense of normalcy, even if it was only for a few hours. Mama and Bubbe made quick runs to the market for food and managed the household while Sara and Basha continued studying for school, hoping it would open again someday soon.

Unfortunately, few customers visited the shop. With people feeling so insecure about their finances and the economy in danger, I suppose buying a custom-made umbrella was one of the last things a person wanted to spend their money on.

The men working for us, Khone, Icek, Pinie, and Hersch, appreciated whatever hours we could give them. They all had families with hungry mouths to feed, except for Khone, our master wood and ivory carver.

At eighty-two years old, Khone lived alone with his cat, Nes—which meant “miracle” in Yiddish. An aggressive cancer had taken his wife, long gone. He had only one child, a son, married and living with his family in Gdańsk. Khone had worked for Papa from the time he opened the shop eleven years ago and was more of a family member than an employee. He and Papa were best friends, and he was like a grandpa to me. He often joined us for Shabbos dinner and was always with us on the holidays.


Khone was the most cheerful person I’d ever known, content with his sense of purpose and place on earth. He was solid as the cornerstone of a building. Nothing seemed to rattle him. In situations of tragedy and loss, he’d always point out the places where shiny gems of hope still existed. His oval, thickly bearded face was always welcoming, beaming an intelligence and wisdom about the world that I could always learn from. Yet now his smile was fading from day to day. The wrinkles framing his eyes from laughter had transformed into furrows of anguish. His broad shoulders had rounded and turned inward.

EARLY MORNING ON 6 SEPTEMBER, JUST FIVE DAYS AFTER THE bombing started, while everyone slept, I tiptoed in my pajamas to the open window in the sitting room where I peered three floors down to the gray cobblestone street below. The neighborhood was silent and peaceful. In the purple darkness of dawn, pools of golden light circled beneath the streetlamps. From around the corner, Biala the lamplighter slowly limped down the street toward my building, using his long wooden pole to shut off the gas valves and extinguish the flames.

At the end of the street, I imagined the image of Zelda on the horse cart gazing back at me, looking forlorn before disappearing round the corner. I pondered how she was surviving and if she was safe. It was frustrating and worrying to not hear from her. Yet she’d only been gone five days, just five days! Five days that felt like a year.

With the war throwing everything into turmoil, I figured it would take time for the postal service to deliver her letters to me. But I longed for that first letter. I couldn’t wait to hold the envelope in my hand and smell the lavender scent on it before unsealing the flap that her sweet tongue had licked. Inside would be her letter with the fine lines of her ink-black words sweeping across the page in a seamless stream of curves, dashes, and dots. I hungered to hear her thoughts, absorb her words, and sense once again the beat of her heart pulsing inside me.


From my perch, I spotted Ziggy traveling down the street with his coal cart, the horse’s hooves clip-clopping steady as a metronome on the cobblestones. He stopped in front of our building and unloaded several boxes of coal before climbing back into his cart and moving on to the next block. Avrom walked past Ziggy carrying buckets of water on the wood beam balanced across his shoulders, his arms stretched wide like Jesus on the cross. He was young, in his late teens, thin as a broomstick and astonishingly strong for his slight build. No one in the neighborhood understood where his strength came from. People joked that were it not for the buckets of water holding him down, it would take only a light breeze to lift him in the air and carry him all the way to Jerusalem.

Avrom passed beneath my window when suddenly the deep thunderous rumble of truck and tank engines echoed through the streets. The sound gradually grew into an ominous roar as they approached. Our building trembled, the windows rattled, dust filled the air. Across the street, people gazed nervously out their windows, fear contorting their faces, searching for the menacing source of the rumbling sounds. Mama, Papa, and my sisters entered the room and stood at the windows next to me, looking down in a horrified silence.

A line of three camouflage trucks rounded the corner followed by three tanks. “No,” said Basha, clutching a book against her chest. Papa put his arm round Mama’s shoulders and pulled her close. Her pale blue eyes were now dull, void of their usual vibrant spirit. Her index finger nervously picked at the cuticles and raw corners of her thumbs.


The vehicles quickly approached Avrom. We all yelled for him to move. He jumped to the sidewalk and pinned himself against the wall of a building, dropping his buckets of water, and narrowly escaped being hit by the truck.

Inside the camouflaged trucks, German troops dressed in drab green uniforms and helmets held their rifles with bayonets pointing skyward, at us. Then came the massive wave of soldiers’ boots pounding the cobblestones in perfect unison, a terrifying drumbeat that echoed through the corridor of the buildings lining the streets. From behind the trucks and tanks, soldiers fanned out around the corner onto our street, row after row of seven across, pouring down the street like a river that had broken its dam. Behind the marching German soldiers were rows of defeated Polish soldiers, their heads hanging in shame, hands tied behind their backs, some of them limping. Others lay in horse carts, their wounded bodies bloodied and wrapped in bandages. Piled next to them were the corpses of their comrades.

I felt a sinking sensation in my chest. Tears filled my eyes and spilled down my cheeks as the long lines of German trucks and tanks, soldiers, jeeps, horses, supply carts, and antiaircraft artillery overran our neighborhood, Kazimierz. Mama made some murmuring sounds as she leaned against Papa. He handed her his handkerchief so she could wipe her eyes, then used it to wipe his own. Sara cried silently with her arm wrapped around Mama’s waist. Basha was stern and silent with her arms defiantly folded across her chest, her hands balled into fists. She gazed down at the street in disgust.


I went to Bubbe’s room to check on her and found her lying awake in bed, staring at the ceiling, eyes filled with tears. She pulled the sheet up to her chin and closed her eyes.

“Are you okay, Bubbe?” I asked.

“I miss Eliyohu,” she whispered. “Why go through this? I’m tired. I don’t want to see my family suffer. I’ve seen enough suffering. Tomorrow will only bring more.”

I went to the side of her bed, sat down next to her, kissed her soft, wrinkled cheek, and held her gnarled hands. “Please, Bubbe. Don’t give up. As you always say: Far morgn, vet Got zorgn—Let God worry about tomorrow.”

She curled her thick, arthritic fingers round mine and kissed my cheek.

That night I lay in bed unable to sleep, thinking about Zelda and her family, wondering if they were safe, and where exactly they were living in the countryside. Being cut off from her was maddening. I started imagining Zelda and her family captured by German soldiers, held as prisoners and then killed. I’d tell myself to stop thinking such things, but the dark thoughts ignored my commands and kept plaguing me. After all, we’d heard what the Germans had done to the Jews in Germany the year before—how one night in November they had burned down more than a thousand synagogues, ransacked hundreds of Jewish homes and hospitals and schools, destroyed and damaged thousands of Jewish businesses, arrested tens of thousands of Jewish men, and killed ninety-one Jews. Our lives were disintegrating rapidly, as if they had never been real to begin with. I lay there wondering. What will happen now? What should we do? What should we plan for?
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IN THE DAYS AFTER KRAKÓW SURRENDERED TO THE GERMAN army, droves of people who had left for the countryside to escape the bombings began returning to the city. However, Warsaw still resisted as the German army continued marching east across Poland. To make matters worse, we learned the Russians had invaded from the east. By the middle of September, our country split in two. The newspaper reported that the border between eastern Poland, controlled by the Russians, and western Poland, controlled by the Germans, ran along the Bug River in the north and the San River in the south.

With so many people returning to their homes, I was certain I’d see Zelda soon. I checked on her apartment almost daily, but it remained empty. I couldn’t understand why her family hadn’t returned when so many others had. None of the neighbors had answers. I prayed for at least a letter. But nothing came.

To ease my worries, I reasoned there were no letters because she was out in the farm country where mail service was sparse at best. And now, because of the war, mail service had possibly ceased altogether. If I had known exactly where her uncle’s farm was located, I would’ve begged Mama and Papa to allow me to go look for her. But I knew Mama and Papa would never hear of it. Mama would’ve broken my kneecaps before letting me leave to go search for Zelda during this
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