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The Girl Beneath the Bomb Sirens


The snow fell over Warsaw like a benediction no one had asked for.

It came down in thick, unhurried flakes, drifting past the wrought-iron balconies and crumbling cornices of Nowy Świat, settling on the shoulders of pedestrians who still, in those first weeks of September 1939, believed themselves to be living in a world that made sense. The cobblestones glistened wet and black beneath the lamplight, and the air smelled of coal smoke, damp wool, and the faint, sweet ache of roasting chestnuts from the cart that had taken up its usual post at the corner of Świętokrzyska Street.

For twenty-two-year-old Amelia Jankowska, walking briskly toward the bookshop where she had worked for the past three years, this morning held the deceptive geometry of all ordinary mornings; the kind that would later be dissected in memory, each detail sharpened to the point of pain, each moment revealed as precious precisely because it had been lived without the awareness of its fragility.

She wore a navy blue coat that had belonged to her mother, the elbows mended twice, the buttons replaced with mismatched ones from a tin in the kitchen drawer. A cream-colored scarf, hand-knitted by her grandmother before the old woman’s mind had begun its slow drift into fog, was wound twice around her neck. Her boots, purchased secondhand from a widow on Krucza Street, were sturdy enough for the wet cobblestones but not quite sturdy enough for the cold that was beginning to seep into her bones, a cold that felt different this year. Hungrier, somehow, as though the winter itself had heard the rumors rumbling across the continent and had decided to sharpen its teeth.

“Amelia! Amelia, wait!”

She turned at the sound of the voice, already smiling. Kasia Nowak was running toward her, breath pluming in the cold air, her bright red hat askew over a cascade of chestnut curls. Kasia had been her best friend since they were seven years old, when they had met in the schoolyard over a shared fascination with a dead sparrow. Kasia wanted to bury it with full funeral rites, Amelia wanted to draw it first, to capture the strange, fragile architecture of its closed eyes and folded wings.

“You’re late,” Amelia said, but there was no reproach in it. Kasia was always late. It was as fixed a law of nature as the rising of the sun or the slow creep of autumn into winter.

“I know, I know.” Kasia fell into step beside her, slightly breathless, tucking a strand of hair back beneath the hat. “But you won’t believe what happened. My father listened to the wireless again this morning. You know how he is, up at dawn with his ear pressed to the speaker like the whole world might disappear if he blinks. And Amelia, they’re saying the British have given Hitler an ultimatum. An actual ultimatum. Can you imagine? The British, finally doing something.”

Amelia felt something move through her chest, something that was not quite fear and not quite hope but occupied the strange, unnamed country between them. “An ultimatum for what?”

“For him to withdraw from Poland, of course. To stop the nonsense about the corridor and Danzig and all of it. They’re saying if he doesn’t respond by...” she glanced at her wristwatch, a cheap tin thing with a cracked face, “... by eleven this morning, they’ll declare war.”

They walked in silence for a few paces. The chestnut seller was packing up his cart, Amelia noticed. He was an old man with a face like a walnut and hands that trembled slightly as he folded his canvas awning. He had been there every morning for as long as she could remember, and she had never once bought a chestnut from him, a small failure she suddenly regretted with an intensity that surprised her.

“What do you think?” Kasia asked, her voice quieter now, as though the cold had absorbed its former brightness.

Amelia thought of her father, who had fought in the Great War and had returned with a limp, a scar across his temple, and a silence that had never fully lifted. She thought of the photographs on the mantelpiece, her uncle Stefan in his cavalry uniform, her cousin Tadeusz who had died at the Battle of Warsaw in 1920, her grandfather who had been exiled to Siberia by the Tsar for teaching Polish children to read. She thought of all the ways her country had been carved and reshaped and occupied and reborn, a nation of phoenixes rising again and again from ashes that should have been cold centuries ago.

“I think,” she said carefully, “that we have been here before. And I think that the British ultimatum will matter very little if the German tanks are already at our border.”

Kasia looked at her with something like admiration and something like exasperation. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Turn everything into something bleak. Can’t you just... for one morning... pretend that everything will be all right? That the ultimatum will work, that Hitler will blink, that we’ll go on selling books and drinking bad coffee and complaining about your mother’s obsession with cabbage soup until we’re old and gray and boring?”

Amelia stopped walking. The bookshop was just ahead, its sign... Księgarnia Pod Lwem, The Lion Bookshop... swinging gently in the cold wind. The windows were frosted at the edges, but she could see the warm glow of the lamps inside, the familiar spines of the display books, the silhouette of old Pan Wojciech arranging the newspapers.

“I’m not being bleak,” she said. “I’m being honest. There’s a difference.”

Kasia sighed, her breath a white plume. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re late. Come on. Pan Wojciech will have my head if we don’t open on time.”

The bookshop was small and cluttered and smelled of paper, dust, and the particular mustiness of books that had been loved for generations. It occupied the ground floor of a building that had once been a grand townhouse, back when Warsaw had been called the Paris of the North, back before the Great War had rewritten all the maps and all the certainties. The ceilings were high, the shelves were dark wood, and there was a ladder on wheels that Amelia had loved since childhood, the same ladder she had ridden like a chariot when her father brought her here on Saturday afternoons, the same ladder she now used to reach the poetry section on the topmost shelf.

Pan Wojciech was already behind the counter, polishing his spectacles with a threadbare handkerchief. He was seventy-three years old, stooped, gray-bearded, and possessed of the most beautiful speaking voice Amelia had ever heard. A voice that could make grocery lists sound like epic poetry. He had owned the bookshop for forty-two years, and he liked to say that he would die there, probably of old age, probably with a book in his hands and a cup of tea growing cold at his elbow.

“Good morning, Panie Wojciechu,” Amelia said, unwinding her scarf.

“Good morning, good morning.” He squinted at her through his spectacles, which he had just put back on. “You look tired. Did you sleep at all? The sirens last night... I thought they would never stop.”

She had not slept. None of them had. The air raid sirens had wailed for nearly an hour, and she had lain in the dark with her mother in the hallway. The safest room, her father had said, no windows, no exterior walls. Listening to the drone of planes overhead, listening for the whistle of bombs, listening for the end of everything. But the bombs had not fallen. Not last night. Not yet.

“I slept enough,” she said, which was a lie, but a kind one.

Kasia came through the door behind her, shaking snow from her red hat. “Pan Wojciech! Have you heard the news? About the ultimatum?”

The old man’s face did not change, but something in his eyes did. A flicker, a dimming, like a candle guttering in a draft. “I heard,” he said. “I have the wireless on in the back room. They say the ambassador is delivering the message this morning.”

“So we’ll know by eleven,” Kasia said, as though this were a good thing.

“We’ll know,” Pan Wojciech agreed, but his voice had none of her brightness. He had lived through the Great War, had watched the German army march through these same streets in 1915, had watched them leave in 1918, had watched them come and go and come again in the border wars and the uprisings and the endless, grinding machinery of history. He knew, perhaps, what Amelia knew that ultimatums were words, and words were wind, and what was coming was not words.

Amelia hung her coat on the hook by the door and went to work. There were books to shelve. A shipment of French novels had arrived last week, still waiting to be catalogued and displays to arrange and dust to be dusted and the thousand small tasks that made up the architecture of a day. She worked methodically, almost meditatively, her hands moving from book to book, her mind deliberately blank. If she did not think about the ultimatum, about the planes, about the maps in the newspapers with their dark arrows and grim predictions, then perhaps none of it was real. Perhaps it was all a story being told about some other country, some other people, some other time.

But the wireless murmured from the back room, and the murmur was like a splinter beneath her skin.

At nine o’clock, the first customers arrived: an elderly woman in a fur coat that had seen better days, looking for a prayer book for her grandson who was being confirmed; a young man with spectacles and a nervous tic, asking for English-language newspapers; a mother with two small children, both of them coughing, buying a picture book about a rabbit who lived in a hollow tree. Ordinary people, ordinary transactions, the quiet commerce of a city that was trying very hard to pretend that its world was not about to end.

Amelia helped them all with the same patience, the same gentle attention. She had a gift for this, for matching readers with books, for listening to what they did not say and finding the story that would answer the question they had not known how to ask. Pan Wojciech had told her once that she had the soul of a librarian and the heart of a poet, which she had taken as a compliment even though he had said it in the same tone he might use to diagnose a terminal illness.

At ten-thirty, Kasia appeared at her elbow, her face pale. “My father just called. He says the ultimatum has expired. The British are going to declare war at eleven. It’s really happening, Amelia. It’s really happening.”

Amelia set down the book she was holding, a volume of Mickiewicz’s poetry, the pages soft and foxed with age and looked out the window at the snowy street. The chestnut seller was gone. The lamplighter was making his rounds, even though it was morning, even though the gas lamps had been extinguished hours ago. He moved through the snow like a figure in a dream, slow and deliberate, his long pole catching the light.

“We knew,” she said. “We’ve known for weeks. Months. Years, if we’re being honest.”

“Knowing and happening are different things,” Kasia said, and her voice cracked on the last word, just slightly, just enough to reveal the girl beneath the woman, the child beneath the girl, the fear beneath everything.

Amelia reached out and took her friend’s hand. It was cold and trembling. “Different,” she agreed. “But we’ll manage. We always have. We always will.”

It was the kind of thing people said in moments like this, the kind of thing that meant nothing and everything, the kind of thing that later when the bombs were falling and the streets were running with blood and the world had become a thing of ash and shadow would seem almost obscene in its cheerful naivety. But in that moment, in the bookshop with the snow falling and the wireless murmuring and the old man with his trembling hands, it was the only thing either of them could say.

At eleven o’clock, Neville Chamberlain’s voice crackled through the wireless, thin and reedy and impossibly distant, speaking of Britain and Germany and a state of war. Pan Wojciech turned up the volume, and the three of them stood in the back room among the boxes of unsold inventory and the cobwebs and the dust, listening to history being made in a voice that sounded like a disappointed schoolmaster.

“I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.”

The words hung in the air, strange and portentous and utterly inadequate. At war. Two words that contained within them the sum total of every human horror, every grief, every sacrifice, every broken body and shattered mind. At war, as though it were a destination, a place you could arrive at, a door you could close behind you.

Kasia was crying silently, tears tracking down her cheeks, and Amelia put an arm around her shoulders. Pan Wojciech removed his spectacles and polished them with great care, even though they were already clean. The old woman in the fur coat had gone, the young man with the nervous tic had gone, the mother and her children had gone, and the bookshop was empty except for the three of them and the ghosts of all the other wars that had been declared in all the other Septembers, in all the other cities, in all the other lifetimes.

“Well,” Pan Wojciech said at last, his voice steady. “Well. We’d better get back to work. The books won’t shelve themselves.”

That evening, the sirens came again.

Amelia was in the kitchen with her mother, peeling potatoes for the evening meal, when the sound began. A low moan at first, then a rising wail that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, from the sky and the earth and the walls of the building itself. She had heard sirens before, during drills, during the rehearsals that had become routine over the past months, but this was different. This was real. She could feel it in her bones, in the sudden rush of her heart, in the way her mother dropped the potato she was holding and it rolled across the floor and came to rest against the leg of the table.

“Mama,” Amelia said, and it was not a question.

“The cellar,” her mother said. Her voice was calm, but her hands were not. They were shaking as she wiped them on her apron, as she reached for Amelia’s arm. “Your father is still at the garage. He’ll take shelter there. We’ll meet him after. Come, quickly.”

The cellar of their building was cold and damp and smelled of earth and coal and the pickled vegetables that the neighbors stored in crocks along the walls. The other residents were already there when they arrived, the Zawadzkis from the first floor with their twin boys, both of them wailing; the elderly Pan Stanisław from the third floor, who had lost his leg in the Great War and moved slowly on his crutches; the pretty young wife from the apartment across the hall, whose husband had been called up to the army two weeks ago, her eyes wide and dark with a fear she was trying very hard to hide.

They stood in the dim light of a single kerosene lamp, pressed together in the narrow space, and listened to the sound of the world ending.

The bombs fell somewhere to the east, close enough to feel, far enough to survive. The ground shuddered. Dust sifted down from the ceiling. One of the twins stopped crying, suddenly, as though he had realized that no one was coming to make it better, that this was not the kind of problem that could be solved with a bandage or a kiss. The other twin continued, his cries rising and falling with the rhythm of the explosions.

Amelia stood with her back against the cold stone wall and thought about the bookshop. She thought about the windows she had washed that morning, the display she had arranged, the volume of Mickiewicz’s poetry she had left on the counter. She thought about Pan Wojciech, who would be in his own cellar now, probably, or maybe in the bookshop itself, too stubborn to leave, too old to run. She thought about all the books on all the shelves, thousands of them, millions of words, billions of letters, the accumulated wisdom and beauty and stupidity of centuries, and she wondered how many of them would still exist when this was over. If there would be anyone left to read them.

The bombing lasted for twenty minutes. When the all-clear sounded a different pitch, a different rhythm, a sound that meant you could emerge from the earth and see what remained of the sky. Amelia felt something shift inside her, something fundamental, something she did not have words for. She had known, intellectually, that war was coming. She had read the newspapers, listened to the wireless, studied the maps with their dark arrows and grim predictions. But knowing and experiencing were different things. Knowing was a story you told yourself. Experiencing was the moment the story became real, became bone and blood and the taste of fear at the back of your throat.

She emerged from the cellar into a city that had changed.

The sky was orange to the east, a terrible sunset at nine o’clock at night. Smoke billowed from somewhere beyond the river, thick and black and greasy. The snow had stopped falling, but the streets were still white, and the white was marked now with dark patches of debris, broken glass, splintered wood, a single child’s shoe lying on its side like a question no one could answer.

“The district of Praga,” someone said. “They hit Praga.”

Praga was across the Vistula, the industrial heart of the city, the working-class neighborhoods with their factories and warehouses and tenement buildings. Amelia thought of the people there, the families in their cellars, the mothers and fathers and children, the grandmothers and grandfathers and uncles and aunts, all the ordinary people living their ordinary lives until the sky had opened and the bombs had fallen.

She started walking.

“Amelia!” Her mother’s voice, sharp with alarm. “Where are you going?”

“To check on Pan Wojciech. To check on the bookshop.”

“It’s not safe. There could be more bombs. There could be—”

“I’ll be careful. I’ll be quick. Go home, Mama. I’ll be there soon.”

She did not wait for an answer. She pulled her coat tighter around her, wrapped her scarf over her nose and mouth to filter the smoke, and walked.

The streets were chaos. People were running, some toward the fires, some away from them. A woman was screaming somewhere, a long, ululating wail that seemed to come from a place beyond language. A man in a bloodstained apron was trying to flag down a passing car, his arms waving wildly, his mouth open in a shape that might have been a word but produced only silence. A dog was barking, a frantic, panicked sound, and no one was stopping to comfort it.

Amelia walked faster.

The bookshop was still standing. She saw it from half a block away, the familiar sign still swinging, the windows still intact, the warm glow of the lamps. Had she left the lamps on? Still visible through the frost. She almost laughed with relief, almost cried, almost fell to her knees in the snow and thanked a God she was not sure she believed in.

But something was wrong.

The door was open. Not ajar, wide open, as though someone had thrown it back against its hinges. And there was light inside, but it was not the steady glow of the lamps. It was moving, shifting, the light of a candle or a kerosene lamp, being carried from one part of the shop to another.

Amelia approached slowly, her heart hammering against her ribs. She thought about turning back, about going home, about pretending she had seen nothing. But the door was open, and Pan Wojciech was old, and Pan Wojciech was alone, and if something had happened to him—

She stepped through the doorway.

The bookshop was a shambles. Books had been knocked from the shelves, scattered across the floor, trampled and torn. The counter had been overturned, and the cash register lay on its side, its drawer open and empty. The ladder on wheels had been pushed to the far end of its track, and the poetry section... Her poetry section was a ruin of broken spines and scattered pages.

But Pan Wojciech was not there. The shop was empty of living souls, as far as she could see.

And then she heard the sound.

It came from the back room, the room where the wireless was, the room where they had stood that morning and listened to the declaration of war. A low groan, an animal sound, a sound of pain so deep and so pure that it seemed to come from the earth itself.

Amelia picked up a heavy candlestick from the overturned counter. It had been a display piece, brass, too ornate to be practical but solid enough to be a weapon and moved toward the sound.

The back room was dark except for a single candle guttering on the floor, its flame dancing in the draft from the broken window. The window had been shattered, glass glittering across the floor like scattered diamonds, and the cold night air was pouring in, carrying with it the smell of smoke and something else, something metallic and sweet.

And there was a man.

He was lying on his side among the boxes of unsold inventory, one hand pressed to his stomach, the other reaching toward the candle as though it were the only thing keeping him tethered to the world. He was wearing a uniform—not Polish, not the familiar khaki of her country’s army, but a darker gray, a different cut, a different insignia. He was wearing the uniform of the enemy.

Amelia raised the candlestick.

The man opened his eyes.

They were blue. Not the pale, watery blue of the elderly or the faded blue of old photographs, but a deep, vivid blue, the color of the sky just before the sun goes down, the color of the sea in the paintings she had never seen but had always imagined. They were the eyes of someone who had seen terrible things, and they were looking at her with an expression she could not quite name.

“Please,” he said.

His voice was barely a whisper, raw and ragged, and his accent was unmistakable. German. He was German. He was the enemy, the invader, the cause of the sirens and the bombs and the woman screaming in the street. He was everything she had been taught to fear, everything she had been raised to hate.

And he was dying.

“Please,” he said again. “The wound... I cannot... please.”

Amelia stood in the candlelight, the brass candlestick heavy in her hand, and looked at the man on the floor. He was young, her age, perhaps, or a year or two older. His face was pale beneath a stubble of dark blond hair, and there was blood on his hands, on his uniform, on the floor beneath him, spreading slowly across the old wooden boards like a stain that could never be washed clean.

She should kill him. That was what the war demanded, what her country demanded, what her father would have done without a moment’s hesitation. He was the enemy. He had come here to conquer, to destroy, to erase her people from the map and her language from the earth. He deserved no mercy, no kindness, no help. He deserved to die here, in this bookshop, among the scattered pages of Polish poetry, and she should be the one to end him.

But his eyes were blue, and he was young, and he was afraid.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, and her voice was steadier than she felt. “How did you find this place?”

“The door was open.” His words came in gasps, his breath shallow and fast. “I was... there was a plane. We were shot down. I don’t know where the others are. I don’t know... I just... I needed somewhere... please, I don’t want to die alone.”

Amelia lowered the candlestick.

It was the most dangerous thing she had ever done, more dangerous than walking through the bombed streets, more dangerous than standing in the cellar while the earth shook, more dangerous than anything she could imagine. Helping him was treason. Helping him was collaboration. Helping him was a betrayal of everything her family had fought for, everything her country believed in, everything that made her Polish.

But he was bleeding to death on the floor of the bookshop where she had spent the three happiest years of her life, and she could not, she could not let him die alone.

She set the candlestick on the nearest box and knelt beside him. Her hands were trembling as she reached for his, moved his bloodstained fingers away from the wound in his stomach. The fabric of his uniform was dark with blood, wet and warm beneath her touch. She could see the tear in the cloth, the dark hole beneath, the slow, steady seep of red.

“This is bad,” she said. “You need a doctor. I can’t—”

“No doctor.” His hand found hers, gripped it with surprising strength. “No hospital. They will find me. They will... you don’t understand. I can’t go back.”

“Go back where?”

He did not answer. His eyes closed, his grip loosened, and his head fell back against the floor.

Amelia looked down at their joined hands, her skin pale against his, her fingers clean and unmarked, his covered in blood. She thought about her mother, waiting at home, worrying. She thought about her father, somewhere in the city, probably still alive, probably still breathing. She thought about Kasia, about Pan Wojciech, about all the ordinary people who had woken up that morning in a world that made sense and would go to sleep tonight in a world that did not.

And she thought about the man on the floor, the enemy, the invader, the boy with the blue eyes and the blood-soaked uniform, who had asked her not to let him die alone.

She pulled off her scarf and pressed it against the wound.

“Stay awake,” she said. “Do you hear me? Stay awake. I can’t carry you, and I can’t leave you, and I can’t do anything to help you if you’re unconscious. So stay awake. Talk to me. Tell me your name.”

His eyes opened again, slowly, painfully, like doors being forced against a heavy wind. He looked at her for a long moment, and she saw something pass across his face, surprise, perhaps, or gratitude, or something even more complicated, something she did not have a word for.

“Lukas,” he said. “My name is Lukas.”

“Lukas,” she repeated, and the name felt strange in her mouth, foreign and forbidden. “I’m Amelia. And you, Lukas, are the most foolish man I have ever met. You walked into a Polish bookshop wearing a German uniform. Did you think no one would notice?”

The ghost of a smile flickered across his pale lips. “I was bleeding to death. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“Clearly not.” She pressed harder on the scarf, and he winced, a sharp intake of breath. “The bleeding is slowing. That’s good. That means the wound is clotting. But you’ve lost a lot of blood. You need fluids. You need rest. And you need to stay still, which is going to be difficult when they start looking for you.”

“Who?”

“The Polish army. The Home Army. Every man, woman, and child in this city who would rather die than see a German soldier walking free.” She met his eyes. “They will kill you, Lukas. If they find you, they will kill you. And I am not sure I could stop them.”

He was quiet for a moment, his breath coming in slow, shallow pants. Then he said, “Why are you helping me?”

It was the question she had been asking herself since the moment she lowered the candlestick. She did not have an answer, not one that made sense, not one that she could explain to herself or to anyone else. She only knew that she had looked into his eyes and seen something that was not the enemy, something that was not a uniform or an ideology or a flag, but a person. A young, scared, dying person who had asked her for the most basic human mercy.

“Because you asked,” she said. “Because no one should die alone on the floor of a bookshop. Because I am not yet the kind of person who can watch someone bleed to death and do nothing.”

It was not the whole truth, but it was enough.

Outside, in the street, she heard voices. Shouting, running footsteps, the urgent calls of neighbors checking on neighbors, of families searching for the missing. The bombings had stopped, but the chaos had only begun. The city was waking up to its new reality, and that reality was horror.

“I have to go,” she said. “I have to find Pan Wojciech, the owner of this shop. I have to tell my mother I’m safe. But I’ll come back. I’ll bring bandages, water, food. I’ll bring blankets. And we will figure out what to do with you.”

His eyes searched her face, looking for something, a lie, perhaps, or a trap, or the glimmer of betrayal. Whatever he found there seemed to satisfy him, because his body relaxed slightly, the tension in his shoulders easing.

“Why would you come back?” he asked. “Why would you risk your life for a stranger? For an enemy?”

Amelia stood up, her knees aching from kneeling on the hard floor. Her scarf was soaked with his blood, dark and sticky against her hands. She would need to wash it before anyone saw. She would need to hide it, hide the evidence of what she had done, hide the secret that was already taking root in her heart.

“Because you are not my enemy,” she said, and the words surprised her even as she spoke them. “Not yet. Maybe not ever. I don’t know. But tonight, in this bookshop, with the bombs still falling and the world ending, you are just a man who needs help. And I am just a woman who can give it.”

She turned and walked toward the door, then stopped. Without looking back, she said, “Don’t die while I’m gone, Lukas. I would be very annoyed if I came back and found you dead after all this trouble.”

She heard a sound behind her a laugh, perhaps, or a cough, or something in between. It was the first time she had heard anything like laughter from him, and it followed her out into the snowy street, a strange and unexpected warmth in the cold air.

The city was burning.

The orange glow to the east had spread, and new fires had bloomed closer, their light flickering against the low clouds. The snow on the ground was no longer white but gray, trampled by running feet, stained with ash and soot and other, darker things. A horse lay dead in the middle of the street, its legs still twitching, its eyes wide and glassy. No one stopped to help it. No one had time.

Amelia walked home with her bloodstained hands in her pockets, her bloody scarf wrapped around a loaf of bread she had grabbed from the bookshop’s small kitchen, and tried not to think about what she had just done.

She tried not to think about the blue eyes.

She tried not to think about the way he had said her name, Amelia, as though it were something precious, something worth remembering.

She tried not to think about the fact that she was already planning to go back.

But the thoughts were there, persistent and insistent, and by the time she reached her apartment building, she had accepted the truth: her ordinary life was over. The girl who had shelved books and walked to work through the snow and complained about cabbage soup was gone, replaced by someone else, someone who lied to her mother and helped wounded enemy soldiers and stood in burning cities making choices that would echo through the rest of her life.

She did not know who that someone was yet. But she was beginning to find out.

Her mother was waiting in the hallway, her face pale and tear-streaked, her hands twisting in her apron. When she saw Amelia, she let out a sound that was half-sob, half-prayer, and pulled her daughter into her arms.

“I was so worried,” she said. “The bookshop... is it...?”

“It’s still standing,” Amelia said. “Pan Wojciech wasn’t there. I don’t know where he is. I’ll look for him tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” her mother repeated, as though the word were foreign. “Yes. Tomorrow.”

They stood together in the hallway, mother and daughter, while the city burned and the sirens wailed and the world they had known crumbled to ash around them. And somewhere behind them, in the back room of a bookshop full of scattered poetry, a wounded German soldier named Lukas lay bleeding on the floor, waiting for a woman he had no reason to trust, in a country he had come to conquer, hoping against hope that she would keep her word.

She would. She already knew it. She would go back with bandages and water and blankets, and she would save his life, and she would spend the rest of this war trying to understand why.

But that was tomorrow.

Tonight, she held her mother and listened to the distant thunder of artillery and tried to remember the sound of her own heartbeat before it had learned to pound with fear.

She could not.

The war had already rewritten her, and it had only just begun. 

––––––––
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She dreamed of fire.

Not the distant, theatrical fire of the bombed district across the river, but a fire that breathed and moved and wanted a living thing with a thousand orange tongues that licked at the corners of her sleep. In the dream, she was walking through the bookshop, but the shelves were made of bone, and the books were made of skin, and when she opened one, the pages screamed. She woke with a gasp, her hand pressed to her chest, her heart throwing itself against her ribs like a caged bird.

For a moment, she did not know where she was. The ceiling above her was dark with age, crossed by beams that had held for a hundred years, and the window to her left showed a sky the color of a bruise, purple and black and sickly green at the edges. Her bedroom. She was in her bedroom, in the narrow iron bed where she had slept since she was twelve, and the world outside was still burning, but she was alive, and the dream was already beginning to fade, its details dissolving like frost in morning sun.

But one detail remained: the eyes. Blue, deep, terrible in their pleading. Please. I don’t want to die alone.

Amelia sat up slowly, her body aching from the tension of the previous day. The running, the kneeling, the endless hours of waiting in the cellar. The blanket her mother had tucked around her sometime in the night had slipped to the floor, and she pulled it back up, not for warmth but for the weight of it, the small comfort of being covered.

The clock on her nightstand said half past five. She had slept perhaps three hours. It was not enough. It would never be enough again.

She dressed in the dark, by touch: a wool skirt, a flannel shirt, a second sweater beneath her coat. She stuffed her pockets with bandages from the medicine cabinet. Gauze, adhesive tape, a small bottle of iodine that had belonged to her grandmother and added a tin of sardines, half a loaf of bread, and a canteen of water from the kitchen. Her mother was still asleep, her breathing slow and even from the sofa where she had finally collapsed after hours of pacing. Her father had not come home.

The thought sat in Amelia’s chest like a stone. Her father, Janusz Jankowski, was
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"In the darkest hour, the bravest love was born."
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