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Author’s note

While DAUGHTERS OF WARSAW is a work of fiction, the novel is inspired by the actions of Żegota, a resistance group operating in Poland during the Second World War, and in particular by one of the group’s leaders, Irena Sendler. Irena was a Catholic nurse and social worker who saved the lives of thousands of Jewish children from being murdered by the Nazis by smuggling them out of the Warsaw Ghetto. She kept meticulous records of the children’s names and aliases, which she buried beneath an apple tree. She was recognised as Righteous Among the Nations by Israel in 1965, although she continued to resist being called a ‘hero’ until her death in 2008.

Irena Sendler is the only ‘real’ character in the novel; the others are all fictional, but they represent the heroic actions undertaken by Polish citizens who would not stand by and passively bear witness to the genocide of the Jewish population.

For me, writing historical fiction brings with it a huge responsibility, as it draws on real human lives – the joys, the tragedies and everything in between. As part of my extensive research for DAUGHTERS OF WARSAW, I travelled to the city and visited the remains of the Warsaw Ghetto, described by those who were incarcerated there as a true ‘hell on earth’, where survival was only possible through ingenuity, industriousness, solidarity and – perhaps most importantly – hope. Most of the ghetto was destroyed at the end of the Second World War, but its remains have since been put into a meaningful and respectful context and are well worth visiting.

However, good historical fiction is much more than a simple retelling of a particular historic period. It is not enough just to get the ‘facts’ right – the timescales, the settings, even the fashion of the day. Historical fiction should also capture something essential about human lives, and, if done well, provide some insight that is ultimately timeless. What stands out to me is the breathtaking bravery of those such as Irena Sendler, apparently ordinary people who risked their lives and those of their loved ones to stand up and fight against inhumanity. Setting a book during this particular slice of history is a tricky endeavour, as there is much a writer can get wrong, but it can also provide a unique perspective on the present and enable phrases like ‘Never again’ to become truly meaningful. In this regard, I hope I have done justice to Irena Sendler and her fellow Żegota members.


1

Seattle, Present Day

Lizzie stepped into her old bedroom, surprised by the familiarity of the smell – that slightly sweet, fruity scent of teenage perfume and hair spray. Her single bed was still covered by the patchwork blanket her grandmother had made for her when she was a child, and was pushed up against the back wall to make room for a sewing table, swathes of fabric, and a dressmaker’s dummy.

She felt tears pricking her eyes yet again. She took a deep breath and dug her nails into the palms of her hands to stop them coming. She’d cried non-stop on her way here to her parents’ house and already felt completely wrung out.

Outside, the wind rattled the shutters; it was late June but there was a storm on the way and the light was dim and grainy. She crossed to the far wall and switched on the small pink lamp. At least it isn’t cold, she thought, and immediately her friends’ well-meaning words – words she’d heard so many times over the past few years – echoed inside her head.

‘At least you’re still young.’

‘At least you know you can get pregnant.’

‘At least it wasn’t fully formed yet.’

Lizzie didn’t want to hear any more comments that started with the words ‘at least’. All she wanted was for someone to take her in their arms and acknowledge that her pain – her grief – was real. The first time, four years ago, had been more of a surprise than anything, but it had happened just before the magical twelve-week mark, when the chances of miscarriage were highest, and she and her husband Alex hadn’t told anyone. She cried for a couple of days, then thought: best not to dwell on it. She was pregnant again within four months. That one lasted a little longer – fourteen weeks. The size of a peach. People started making ‘at least’ comments.

Number three – a fig – was gone just as the morning sickness had subsided. She received a couple of text messages from friends, sent from a safe distance, telling her how sorry they were. How amazingly brave she was.

And this last one, the one she’d lost a month ago, was barely the size of a blueberry. It had felt so much bigger than that, and Lizzie wondered guiltily if she had put too much expectation on this little life – all her hopes and dreams – and whether her baby had struggled under the weight of it all.

People had stopped making any sort of comment; no one knew what to say.

In Alex’s defence, he had never made an ‘at least’ comment. But after a while, he stopped hugging her. Eventually, he told her he couldn’t speak without fear of saying the wrong thing.

‘Tell me what to say, Lizzie,’ he’d said, ‘and I’ll say it.’

But what was there to say? Grief was like that. It snatched and clawed at your heart, made you passionate with rage one minute, and dumb-struck with sadness the next. When she and Alex could no longer stand the sight of each other, Lizzie had fled back to her childhood home, before one of them said or did something that might damage their relationship for good.

And here she now stood, in the bedroom she’d grown up in. She looked over to the window, recalling how, years ago, Alex had tossed little pebbles against the glass, late at night, to let her know he was there. They’d met at senior high school, some twenty years ago. High school sweethearts – it was a cliché they both joked about, but they had fallen in love as seventeen-year-olds and the only time they’d spent apart since then was when Alex went to med school and Lizzie was doing her bachelor’s degree in teaching. They got married when Alex graduated, and started trying for a baby once they were both established in their respective careers. Lizzie began working part-time when they started trying to conceive. She wanted four kids, he wanted two, and they’d jokingly settled on three. They were young and excited, and it had seemed so straightforward at the time. She could never have anticipated the level of heartache it had caused over the past four years.

They had seen all the specialists, done all the tests, yet no one could tell them what was wrong. ‘Just relax,’ the doctors would say. ‘Go on vacation, distract yourselves. It’ll happen when it happens.’

But Lizzie’s body, her stupid, useless body, couldn’t hold on to a baby. I’m a failure, she thought, a massive failure. In her darker moments, she knew she wouldn’t blame Alex if he left her for someone who could give him the children he so longed for. He had been working longer and longer hours lately, even though she needed him more than ever. And that’s why she had been shutting him out. To make it less painful when he inevitably left her. She thought she’d cried enough to last a lifetime, but there always seemed to be more tears, and so she stood there, sobbing her heart out once more. It was no use. There was no stopping the tears; she was trapped inside her grief.

The door behind her opened and her mother came in.

‘Oh, honey.’ She came over to Lizzie and hugged her. ‘Oh, honey,’ she said again. ‘You know how much we love having you here, but seeing you like this – it breaks my heart.’

She waited a moment until Lizzie’s tears had subsided and then took her hand and squeezed it gently. ‘Let’s get you through the summer vacation, hmm? Then, when school starts again, you’ll feel much better. You love your kids, right? It’ll distract you from all this, I’m sure.’

‘I’m not going back,’ Lizzie said quietly.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m handing in my notice. I … I just can’t bear it, Mom. Being around the kids. They’re so sweet and I love them so much, but knowing I might never have one of my own, it’s just too painful.’

‘And Alex?’

Lizzie sighed. ‘I’m too tired to talk about it, Mom. Tomorrow, maybe.’

Her mother gave her a sad smile and stroked one of Lizzie’s dark curls behind her ear. ‘We’ll take it one day at a time,’ she said. ‘And you can stay as long as you want, kochanie. But as you can see,’ she continued, gesturing around the small space, ‘I’ve turned this into a sewing room, so unless you want to sleep alongside my patterns and fabric samples, you’ll have to take some of this stuff up to the attic.’

The attic room was nicer than the name suggested, Lizzie thought as she stood there a couple of days later, looking around. It wasn’t a dark and dusty space beneath the rafters; rather, it was a cosy den where she and her younger sister Hannah had sat and played with their dolls’ house for hours, until their mom yelled, ‘If you don’t come down right now for your dinner, I’m throwing it in the trash!’

It had taken Lizzie two days to summon the energy to clear out her room, but having stubbed her toe painfully last night on her mother’s sewing table for the umpteenth time, she decided she would have to make some space and tidy up. The attic room was small, but it had a quaint slanted ceiling and a mullioned window that let in the morning light. And if she stood on tiptoes and craned her neck just so, looking past the chestnut trees, she could just about make out the Pacific Ocean.

After she and Hannah had moved out, this room had become a storage area, stuffed full of things her parents no longer needed but to which they had become too attached to throw out: her and Hannah’s yearbooks; her purple cheerleading pompoms; old photo albums; broken Christmas ornaments; romper suits worn first by her, then by Hannah. Their very first baby shoes.

She and Alex had bought baby shoes for their best friends, Susie and Geoff, when Susie gave birth to their first child a week before Lizzie’s first miscarriage. Alex had wanted to buy a second set of the shoes – made of soft white suede, impossibly tiny at three-and-a-half-inches – for their own child, but Lizzie had said it was bad luck to buy things before the baby was born. Turned out it didn’t matter.

Susie and Geoff had had another baby a couple of years later, shortly after Lizzie’s third miscarriage. When Lizzie went to visit her in hospital, Susie had told Lizzie how bad she felt for her, but she was unable to hide the delight she felt for the newborn she cradled in her arms. Lizzie didn’t blame her, of course she didn’t, but it had become exhausting to suppress her own feelings of anguish and bitterness, and the creeping feeling of isolation as more and more of her friends and colleagues started having their own families.

She shook her head to dispel the memory and looked around the small, cluttered attic room. Where to begin? She had promised her mom that she’d recreate a sewing area up here and she’d have to make space for the table. Left of the window were six cardboard boxes and an ancient-looking leather trunk. She picked up the first box. It was heavy, but she didn’t have to worry about lifting heavy things anymore. She no longer needed to worry about so many things: remembering to take her prenatal vitamins, going without her beloved sushi, drinking decaf in the mornings although she was tired all the time. She’d also be able to enjoy a glass – or three – of Cabernet Sauvignon with her mom tonight.

She bit her lip to stop the tears. None of that was any comfort.

She placed the box near the door to carry down later and did the same with the others. They would find a new home in the basement.

She grabbed a handle of the trunk to slide it to the door, but it was virtually immovable. She tried again, grunting with the effort, but it was too heavy. She’d probably have to empty it. Getting down onto her knees, she opened the clasps and swung open the lid. A Singer sewing machine, shiny black with the logo in curly golden letters. Lizzie knew where the mahogany base was; it had been repurposed as a sideboard that sat in her parent’s bedroom. Beneath the machine were dozens of old leather-bound books – Encyklopedye Polskie – a Polish encyclopaedia, that may or may not be worth something. Lizzie would have a word with her parents about putting it on Craigslist. She lifted the books out, two at a time, sneezing as the decades-old dust travelled up her nostrils.

She got to her feet. There, now she should be able to move the trunk. Bending down to take the handle, she saw that there was something – a slip of paper? – stuck between the fabric lining and the side of the trunk. She teased it out gently. It was an envelope, yellowed and dried with age. Curious, Lizzie opened it and pulled out some photographs. The light was too dim to see them properly, so she crossed to the small window and sat down on an old wicker chair that creaked worryingly under her weight. There were three photographs in total; all old, black-and-white, and with crinkled edges.

The first photograph showed a young woman with dark hair piled up in a braided updo, sitting on a bench outdoors somewhere, with four children around her. One of them, a toddler, was sitting on her lap. Lizzie squinted in the poor light to take a closer look. She’d seen the woman before, in other family photographs. It was her prababcia, her great-grandmother Zofia. It was a flattering picture; her full dark hair, the high cheekbones, the star-burst creases around her smiling eyes. But who were the children? Lizzie checked the back of the photograph, but there was nothing written there. She knew that her great-grandmother had had a single daughter – Lizzie’s grandma Magda – but she didn’t know much of her family history beyond the fact that her family went back generations in Seattle.

The second picture was young Zofia again, this time with a group of women, some older, some Zofia’s age. Her colleagues, perhaps? But they were wearing nurses’ uniforms, which Lizzie thought odd, because she’d know if her great-grandmother had been a nurse, surely? Zofia was standing on the left of the group, a shy smile on her face.

In the third photograph, her great-grandmother sat beside another woman who had a young girl on her lap. They were sitting outside, a brick wall behind them. There looked to be frost on the ground, but the light was bright. Zofia and the woman were smiling into the camera, squinting slightly into the sun. The smile of the woman beside Zofia appeared strained though, and she was dreadfully thin. Lizzie thought she looked almost ill. The child, by contrast, appeared full of life. She was about five or six, head back in a laugh and judging from the out-of-focus fuzziness, was squirming to jump off the woman’s lap. Lizzie turned the photograph over and let out a delighted gasp. There was something written on the back: Warsaw 1942, and beneath that the name Szczęsny, which Lizzie knew was the original Polish spelling of Chesney, the surname by which she had known her great-grandmother. Lots of Eastern Europeans had anglicised their names when they came to the States. Below that was another name: Zielińska. Lizzie had never heard that name before, but she presumed it belonged to the woman and the child.

She got to her feet, frowning. She should probably stick the pictures in one of the family albums for safekeeping, but something about the first photograph tugged at her, the one with her great-grandmother and the children. She took a last look at it. There was a natural intimacy between Zofia and the children that suggested a deep and tender relationship. Something beyond the affection you might have for a friend’s children. She looked at Zofia more closely. Yes, the way she looked up at the boy near her shoulder was undoubtedly maternal. The toddler on her lap was snuggled into her chest, and one of the girls beside her, who must have been eight or nine years old, was looking at her with huge adoring eyes.

Could they be Zofia’s own children? But if so, why had Lizzie never been told about them? Puzzled, she wiped her hands on her jeans and headed downstairs.

‘Mom?’ she called as she descended the narrow staircase to the second floor. ‘Why did you never tell me Prababcia had other kids?’
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Warsaw, September 1942

Zofia was hunched over the filing cabinet, glad the working week was nearly over. Her stomach rumbled audibly and she looked around, embarrassed that someone might have heard. At the far end of the large office, two colleagues were typing away furiously, but Lina, at the desk beside Zofia’s, looked up and grinned.

‘Hungry?’ she said with a wink.

Zofia rolled her eyes. ‘Always.’

She’d had a margarine sandwich for lunch and looked forward to a home-cooked meal of gołąbki, cabbage rolls stuffed with minced pork, mushroom, and onions. Lately, though, Zofia’s mother had started adding more and more vegetables to the filling as meat was becoming increasingly expensive. Her father was a local business owner with a small workshop, manufacturing leather goods – belts, bags, wallets, suitcases – and although he worked very long hours to provide for his family, the war was taking its toll on businesses all over the city. Zofia’s family were surviving, and there were many others who were worse off, but her younger sister Zuzanna had been born with a weak heart and suffered from recurring bouts of sickness There were days when she was too pale and breathless to even get out of bed. The doctor’s bills and medicines she needed to stay alive were more than they could afford on their father’s income alone. The wages Zofia earned at the Social Welfare Department weren’t grand, but it was a steady income and she enjoyed coming to work every morning.

Once she’d finished filing, she sat back down at her desk and tried to focus on the case file in front of her rather than her rumbling stomach. The office was filled the clackety-clack of Elżbieta’s typewriter, the third woman Zofia and Lina shared the office with. Elżbieta was friendly, but rather prim and proper, and kept to herself most of the time.

Beside Zofia, Lina lit a cigarette. She claimed she smoked to help keep her figure slim, but that was plainly ridiculous, given her naturally petite, slender frame. Zofia thought it far more likely that she smoked to curb her appetite because there was never really enough to eat. She’d tried smoking herself, in an attempt not to feel so bloody hungry all the time, but she found the taste of tobacco quite disgusting.

‘Only half an hour to go, girls!’ Lina chirped. ‘Let’s—’

She was interrupted by the sound of a shout and a door being slammed outside in the corridor. Zofia looked up. It must be Mr Wójcik, the head of department, who had his office across the corridor from theirs. There were more muffled shouts, and the sound of a chair scraping across the floor.

Lina opened the door a crack and peered out.

‘It’s them,’ she said in a low voice. ‘The damn Nazis.’

Elżbieta tutted loudly but didn’t say anything. From outside, they heard the stomping of boots and the bark of orders.

‘Lina,’ Zofia whispered, ‘come away from the door before they see you!’

Lina’s views on the German occupiers were well-known, and Zofia was constantly worried she might say the wrong thing too loudly. The Germans were notoriously thin-skinned and quick to dole out punishments on a whim – issuing fines and confiscating ration books, and worse.

A few weeks ago, Zofia had picked up one of Lina’s files accidentally, thinking it was one of her own cases. She noticed her mistake as soon as she opened it, but something caught her eye and she began leafing through. It was the case file for the Abramowicz family, a Jewish couple who lived in the ghetto. Zofia was puzzled to note that the file said the couple had four children. She knew from the birth register that the couple only had three children, and indeed, when she checked, she found copies of the birth certificates for Aaron, eight, and his younger sisters Esther, six, and Frieda, five. In Lina’s case file, there was mention of a fourth child, three-year-old Jonatan, meaning the Abramovicz family was receiving additional financial support.

Lina had returned to the office at that moment and Zofia had hastily replaced the file, but since then, she had occasionally snuck a look at some of Lina’s other cases and found a similar ‘tweaking’ of statistics: making children a year or two younger, old people older, claiming living spaces were smaller than they actually were so Jewish families qualified for higher housing benefits. The whole thing made her uncomfortable. She liked Lina very much, and they were more friends than colleagues, spending evenings at each other’s houses in the colder months, and going on picnics in the warm weather. Lina came from a large, tight-knit family with three brothers and two sisters, who liked nothing better than to play practical jokes on one another.

As a result, it had never crossed Zofia’s mind to share her suspicions with anyone, least of all the head of department, Mr Wójcik. It would have felt like a betrayal. But as much as she hated being under German occupation, she worried about the trouble her friend might get into if her ‘tweaks’ were ever discovered. Zofia thought it was best to keep her head down and wait until this blasted war ended.

There was a sudden echo of quick, determined footsteps coming from the corridor outside and Lina rushed back to her desk. The door swung open and Mr Wójcik came in huffing and puffing. He was a large, portly man – he must be getting extra food rations from somewhere, Zofia thought.

Elżbieta’s typewriter fell silent and the three women looked at him expectantly.

‘Ladies,’ he said, his chest wheezing audibly, ‘some news. I’ve just had a visit from the Governor General’s adjutant.’

Lina scoffed.

‘I’ll thank you to keep your opinions to yourself, Miss Dmowska,’ Wójcik scolded. ‘Now, according to the new regulations, this department shall no longer be providing assistance to the Jews. Effective immediately.’

‘But—’ Lina began, getting to her feet. ‘But they need us! When was the last time you were inside the ghetto? The conditions are dreadful. So many people are sick, and those who aren’t are starving. They can’t just—’

‘That’s quite enough, Miss Dmowska!’ Wójcik interrupted, raising his voice. ‘Now sit down. I haven’t finished.’

Lina remained standing for a few seconds, trembling, but finally sat back down. She pressed her lips together tightly and her face took on an expression Zofia couldn’t read.

‘From now on, soup kitchens are for Polish citizens only; the soup kitchens within the Jewish quarter walls shall be closed down,’ Wójcik continued. ‘Pensions and benefits – that includes financial support for young children and funds for housing support – shall be discontinued. Infection controls, however, shall remain in place.’ He pulled a face. ‘With the incidence of typhus among the Jews, it is perhaps not such a bad thing that the quarter has been sealed.’

Zofia had heard this justification for why the Nazis had sealed the ghetto countless times: it was allegedly to prevent the Jews from spreading typhus and other diseases. She bit her lower lip unhappily. She’d never set foot inside the ghetto, but she had heard about the squalid conditions from Lina. It was hardly surprising, given the poor conditions and lack of hygiene, that illness was rampant there.

‘So to be clear,’ Wójcik said, ‘no further assistance for the Jews.’

‘I’d like to see them stop me,’ Lina mumbled quietly, but not quietly enough.

Wójcik took a few steps towards her and leaned over her desk, his moustache quivering. ‘You are walking a very fine tightrope, young lady,’ he snarled. ‘If you would like your leaving papers, just say the word.’

Lina’s eyes flashed and for a worrying moment, Zofia thought she was actually going to say something that would get her fired, but instead she just swallowed and angrily crushed out her cigarette in the ashtray.

An hour later, Zofia and Lina were pushing their bicycles down Karolkowa Street. The pavements were busy with people rushing to get home, weary after a day’s work. Above them, the sky was a dreary dark grey and an unpleasantly chilly wind buffeted them from behind. It was early September, but they’d had a miserable autumn so far, with too many rainy days to count. Summer seemed a very distant memory now, and winter was yet to come. But still, it was nice being out of the stuffy office.

Lina lit a cigarette. ‘You know,’ she said, exhaling a thin stream of blue smoke, ‘it took all I had to not get up and punch him in the face.’

‘Who, Wójcik?’

Lina curled her hand into a fist and jabbed the air in front of her. ‘Just like that. Right on the nose!’

The movement looked so comical, Zofia had to smile.

Lina sighed and they resumed their walk. ‘It wouldn’t have done any good, of course,’ she said. ‘Though he would have thoroughly deserved it.’

‘Do you really think he doesn’t care?’ Zofia asked. ‘I mean, he’s been a social worker for so long, surely he wants to help those in need.’

‘I’m not sure,’ Lina said. ‘I think he’s quite comfortable with the notion of Jews as sub-humans. Oh, he’d give a needy man the shirt off his back, I’m sure. But only if that man were Aryan.’

Zofia thought back to Wójcik’s comment about the Jews spreading typhus. He wasn’t the only one to hold less than favourable opinions of Polish Jews; many of Zofia’s neighbours hadn’t bothered hiding their delight when Jews were forced out of their homes into the ghetto, and happily took over the large apartments they left behind, some of them still fully furnished. Zofia’s own father, by contrast, had declined the offer to buy up his Jewish competitor’s business at a knock-down price two years ago, when new laws came into effect that prohibited Jews from owning businesses. Others had not been so benevolent, and now her father was not only being undercut in terms of prices, he was also struggling to get his hands on the hides and skins he needed for the production process. Not for the first time, Zofia was grateful she was able to help contribute towards the family income. It had been her idea to train as a social worker when she left school – her parents had wanted her to look for a husband, get married and settle down, but since the war began and her country had been occupied by the Germans to the west and the Soviets to the east, these were extraordinary circumstances. There had been a good many arguments at home, but Zofia, who had inherited her father’s pride – as well as his stubbornness – had finally managed to grind her parents down. Besides, the war had changed all the rules.

She had been working at the Social Welfare Department in central Warsaw for just over a year now and loved her work, even though the German occupiers were constantly introducing new rules and regulations, hampering the Department’s efforts at every turn. Her main task was processing the paperwork from the Civil Register, ascertaining which families required financial assistance and social work support. She was still too new to have been assigned home visits, but she hoped she would be doing that in the new year. Working with real people, not just their paperwork, was why she had become a social worker in the first place.

Beside her, Lina was still talking. ‘First they closed the Jewish schools and stopped them using public transport. Then the lawyers and doctors lost their professional licences.’ She stopped walking and turned to Zofia, forcing her to come to a stop, too. ‘You never met Rachel, did you?’

Zofia shook her head.

‘She’d been at the Department for years, putting her heart and soul into her work. She was the first in the office every morning, the last to leave at night. People were desperate to have her as their case worker, because she put everyone else’s needs ahead of her own. She was the kindest person I’ve ever met. And then…’ She paused and tossed her cigarette to the ground, crushing it with her foot. ‘She didn’t come in one morning, which was wholly out of character, and later that day we were told she’d been sacked. Because she’s Jewish.’

Zofia frowned. ‘I didn’t know that.’

‘Wójcik was her replacement. Couldn’t wait to move into her office and badmouth her achievements to anyone willing to listen.’

‘What happened to her?’

Lina shrugged and her look grew sad, then bitter. ‘I suppose she had to move into the ghetto, like the rest of them. I’ve tried looking, but there’s no trace of her.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Zofia said softly. She didn’t really know what else to say.

‘And you know they force the Jews to work for a pittance in Polish factories?’

‘Yes, I’d heard.’ Zofia knew of this, because her father’s competitors employed men and women from the ghetto. ‘I will have nothing to do with slave labour,’ he had said bitterly when someone suggested it was good for business.

‘They round them up in the ghetto,’ Lina was saying. ‘Pulling them off the streets at random. Last year, as a joke, they rounded up Jewish women who were deemed “too elegant”, because they wore nice clothes and lipstick. They had them picking potatoes for months.’ She twisted her mouth angrily.

They continued walking in silence. On the corner of Leszno Street, a group of men – construction workers, judging by the plaster dust on their clothes – stood talking, passing around a bottle containing amber-coloured liquid. Krupnik, by the look of it; a cheap, homemade, honey-flavoured schnapps. The men clicked their tongues as Zofia and Lina passed by, but the two women ignored them.

‘I was born here in Warsaw,’ Lina said finally, breaking the silence. ‘But it hasn’t felt like home for a while now. It’s as though… Oh, I don’t know how to describe it. This street, for example.’ She swept her arm in front of her. ‘I used to come shopping here with my mother when I was a little girl. You see that fountain? I remember a really hot summer, when I was about six, and my mother let me take off my shoes and splash about in there. The cold water on my bare feet – it felt so good! And over there,’ she pointed to a bakery on the opposite side of the road, ‘is where I’d buy paczki filled with strawberry jam. Delicious!’ She smiled at the memory. Then her face turned dark again. ‘This street has always held happy memories. But now, knowing that this very street leads straight towards the ghetto … it makes me want to cry!’

She blinked away angry tears. Zofia knew Lina to be a high-spirited, passionate woman, ready to stand up against any perceived injustice, but this level of distress was new. It made Zofia slightly uncomfortable. She tried to shake the feeling off. There was nothing she could do about the situation, was there? The Germans had all the power, and if they chose to stop the Welfare Department from helping the Jews, there was very little Zofia could do about it. She recalled the first time she had come face-to-face with Nazi brutality. It was her second week at the Department, and a group of uniformed officers had stormed into the offices, unannounced, yelling ‘Kontrolle! Kontrolle!’, knocking over furniture and throwing files to the floor. For three hours, Zofia and her colleagues were forced to stand in a line, facing the wall, like naughty school children. One of the secretaries had fainted, and a soldier had waited for her to regain consciousness and then slapped her hard across the face and made her stand in line again. The experience had left Zofia completely shaken.

Lina continued. ‘The Nazis claim that sealing the Jews inside the ghetto is to stop the spread of typhus, but what they’ve done in reality is create the perfect conditions for the disease. And now they’re preventing us from helping those who need us the most. It’s plain evil!’

Zofia slowed her pace and pulled her collar tight. Her friend was right, it was evil. But at least Lina was trying to do something about it.

‘You’ve been changing things, small details, in your case files,’ she said quietly.

A spark of panic crossed Lina’s face.

‘I haven’t told anyone!’ Zofia assured her quickly. ‘I would never do that. I understand why you do it. It’s just…’

‘What?’

‘Isn’t it terribly dangerous? I mean, what if someone found out? Wouldn’t it be better to wait for the war to end?’

‘And what then?’ Her voice was angry again, though Zofia knew Lina’s rage wasn’t directed at her, but at the situation. ‘The Soviets and the Germans have divided us up. Do you really think they’re going to give us our country back when this damn war is finally over? Whenever that might be.’

Zofia reddened. ‘I haven’t … I haven’t really thought about it.’

‘Well I have,’ Lina said. A few strands of blonde hair had come loose from her braids and the wind was whipping them around her face. ‘And we’ve decided that the only way to change our future – the very fate of Poland – is to fight.’

‘We?’

Lina stopped walking again. She looked around and lowered her voice. After a moment’s hesitation she said, ‘Me and Elżbieta.’

‘Elżbieta?’ Zofia almost laughed out loud. Straightlaced Elżbieta? The woman who never overran her lunch break by a minute, who tidied her desk before leaving every afternoon, whose stocking seams were always as straight as a ruler?

Lina nodded. ‘And Dawid, from the Civil Status Division. Birth and death certificates and such. And … others. But this new announcement is a real blow. We’ll have to find some other way to redirect funds to Jewish families.’ She suddenly reached out and grabbed Zofia’s hands. ‘You must swear, on the life of your family, that you will never, ever repeat any of this to anyone.’

‘I won’t, I—’ Zofia swallowed. ‘Your secret’s safe with me.’

A young man on a bicycle sped past, his coat flapping in the wind. Zofia watched him as he disappeared around the corner, in the direction of the ghetto entrance on Chłodna Street, and she wondered how many of the rumours about the ghetto were true. Initially, no one really knew how many Jews had been forced to move there; most people, including Zofia, had no real idea what was going on inside – as far as she knew, the Jewish community was a tight-knit one, and this way they were close to their own hospitals, schools, and synagogues. But after the ghetto had been walled off, terrible rumours began seeping out, of deplorable living conditions, arbitrary beatings and arrests by German soldiers, young Jewish men being snatched off the street into forced labour.

Zofia hadn’t quite known how much of it to believe. She hated to think human beings were capable of such atrocities; besides, gossip and rumours were always to be expected in circumstances in which the reporting of real news was censored. And her work at the Social Welfare Department, she told herself, was her own small contribution. But if she were honest, she was fooling herself. Five years ago, she’d left school with excellent grades, ready to make a difference, ready to change the world! Five short years, and yet it seemed like a lifetime ago now. Back then, Hitler was still considered a nasty yet ultimately harmless little man whose bark was worse than his bite, Austria was still a sovereign nation, and the Germans and Soviets hadn’t yet carved up Poland between them.

And then – everything had fallen apart. The bombing raids in the early days of the war, long nights spent in cold, damp shelters, measly food rations, chopping up furniture to keep the fire going in the winter. But all of that was nothing compared to what the Jews were living through, she thought now. Lina was right. If every righteous-minded person just sat back and let things happen, merely hoping and praying things wouldn’t get too bad, who knows where it would end? And did Jesus not teach them to embrace the down-trodden, the excluded, the sick and the poor? He had stood up to all forms of injustice.

She turned back to Lina.

‘I want to help,’ she blurted out, surprising herself.

Lina’s eyes widened. ‘Zofia, I … I’m not expecting you to—’

‘I mean it. I want to help. You’re right, you’re right about everything.’ Saying it out loud made her feel breathless and oddly liberated. ‘It’s my duty as a Pole, as a Christian, to help if I can.’

Again, Lina took her hands. ‘I know you mean well, Zofia, but what we do is extremely dangerous.’

‘I’m willing to take that risk.’

Lina took a deep breath. ‘I don’t mean a fine, or even a prison sentence. Have you heard the name Ania Kowalska? Perhaps you read about her in the newspaper.’

Zofia nodded numbly. She not only recognised the name, she and Ania had been members of the same congregation at St. Kazimierz church.

‘Oh yes, she was executed last week,’ Zofia whispered. ‘She’d been found guilty of sabotage, for blowing up a railway line outside Łódź. I couldn’t believe it when I heard. She was always so … so kind and gentle.’ Her voice wavered.

‘I’m not surprised you couldn’t believe it. It’s because it wasn’t true. The whole trial was a sham.’ Lina swallowed. ‘Ania was a member of our group. The Nazis found her smuggling ampules of the Weigl vaccine into the ghetto to give to a baby.’

Zofia let out a small moan and then made a hasty sign of the cross, murmuring a brief prayer.

‘She was hanged because she tried to save a child’s life,’ Lina said, her voice thick. She sounded close to tears.

Zofia’s felt her earlier boldness begin to fizzle out. Hanged, to save a life? Was she really that brave herself?

‘What else does your group do?’ she asked, digging her nails into the flesh of her palms in an attempt to stop her courage from deserting her.

‘False identities, mainly. For Jews who managed to stay out of the ghetto. And bringing in supplies of food and medicines to those trapped inside. It’s good work,’ she said passionately. ‘Important work.’

She paused as a horse-drawn cart passed by, the sound of unoiled wheels squealing and horses’ hooves clopping loudly on the cobbled street.

‘Listen.’ She leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘If you’re serious about this, I can introduce you to some people. We need all the help we can get.’

‘All right,’ Zofia said with a tumbling feeling in the pit of her stomach, like she was riding on a fairground carousel. She took a sharp breath. ‘I’m in. I want to help.’

Lina paused for a moment and looked away, rubbing her hands together for warmth. Zofia wondered if she was worried she’d revealed too much.

On the opposite side of the road, several school boys began kicking a tin can among themselves, whooping whenever they managed to hit one of the gas lampposts that lined the street.

‘I would never betray you,’ Zofia said finally, to dispel the awkward silence that had fallen between them. ‘Please, you can trust me.’

Lina looked straight into her eyes. ‘I do,’ she said earnestly. Then her face opened into a smile. ‘Yes, I do.’

Relieved, Zofia gestured for them to continue their walk home. When they got to Bankowy Square, they said their goodbyes and embraced briefly.

‘You should sleep on it,’ Lina said. ‘What we do is very dangerous, and you should make the decision to join with a clear head. You can let me know on Monday, and if you’ve changed your mind, I won’t think any worse of you.’

Zofia shook her head. ‘I want to help. I’m absolutely sure.’

Lina gave her a smile, and as Zofia watched her turn into the road that led her home, she felt a stirring combination of excitement and dread in the pit of her stomach. What on earth had she just agreed to?


3

Seattle, Present Day

There was a sudden noise from outside – the mournful howl of some nocturnal animal – and Lizzie startled from her sleep. She looked up from her computer, noticing only now how stiff her shoulders were. She checked the time on her phone – five past midnight. Too late to call Alex, and besides, there was nothing to say to him. She’d sent him a message earlier but he hadn’t responded. He obviously didn’t have anything to say either. Pushing down the bruising feeling that they might have lost the ability to comfort each other, Lizzie rubbed her eyes.

Beyond the small attic window pane, the night sky was black with a scattering of stars. Lizzie reached up and stretched, hearing the soft pop of her stiff bones cracking. I really should start doing yoga again, she thought, and then, with a somewhat painful tug to her heart, she realised she hadn’t thought about the miscarriage all day. That was something to be grateful for, surely? She got up to stretch her legs and crossed the small room to the window, catching her reflection in the glass. She looked a fright; her hair hung limp and greasy onto her shoulders, and only when her stomach let out an enormous rumble did she realise she hadn’t eaten since lunchtime.

Her mother had called up to Lizzie a couple of times during the course of the evening, and Lizzie knew she was a little worried about her. She had been up here for hours, consumed with research into her great-grandmother’s past. Her mother hadn’t been able to shed any light on the mysterious photos; all she knew was that Zofia had been somehow involved in the Polish resistance during the war, but she said Zofia hadn’t liked to talk about it.

‘I think they were very difficult times,’ Lizzie’s mother had said earlier at lunch. ‘Your great-grandmother might have been afraid of tearing open old wounds. And you know,’ she reached out and put a hand on Lizzie’s, ‘perhaps she had good reason to want to leave the past in the past.’

Lizzie had made a noncommittal sound and let her mother change the subject. But as her mother told her all about the upcoming Fourth of July celebrations, where the entire neighbourhood would be a red-white-and-blue frenzy of barbeques and fireworks, Lizzie felt her curiosity catch and hold, like an itch that needed to be scratched. So, after lunch, she’d retreated to the attic and begun her research. The past was, if nothing else, a welcome distraction from all the sadness she was feeling in the present.

She had started with a straightforward online search about Poland during the Second World War, then about her great-grandmother’s hometown of Warsaw. Inevitably, the first sites she came across were about the destruction of the city towards the end of the war, and, of course, the Jewish Ghetto. Lizzie scrolled through a number of disturbing images: destitute people of all ages in ragged clothes, emaciated children begging on sidewalks, people selling the last of their personal possessions at makeshift markets… She squeezed her eyes shut and closed the tab. Reading about the horrors the Nazis had inflicted on the Jews, and seeing pictures of actual victims, never failed to upset her.

She kept her eyes closed for a moment to dispel the images. Then she typed ‘Polish resistance WW2’ into the search engine and read several articles about the Armia Krajowa, the Polish Home Army, and the Polish Socialist Party, organisations that operated with cells providing food, medical care, money, and false identities to thousands of Polish Jews hiding outside the ghetto on the so-called ‘Aryan’ side of the German occupation zone. It was fascinating to read, but didn’t shed any light on Lizzie’s great-grandmother’s involvement, so she typed in ‘Zofia Szczesny’, sighing disappointedly when her search brought up no results.

She had to narrow it down somehow. Thinking about the photograph of Zofia with the children, she typed in ‘Polish resistance + children’, and came across an organisation run by a woman called Irena Sendler. She had been a social worker during the war and was one of the best-known activists from that time. Lizzie clicked on another link and there she was again: Irena Sendler, recognised by Yad Vashem as one of the Righteous Among the Nations for saving countless Jewish children’s lives. Sendler had smuggled the children out of the ghetto, placing them with foster families and convents, many of them in the Orphanage of the Franciscan Sisters of the Family of Mary in Warsaw.

Lizzie’s eyes were itching with tiredness now. Maybe she should call it a night. But just as she went to switch off her laptop, she changed her mind and quickly googled ‘Irena Sendler images’. There weren’t many pictures of her – most of them showing an elderly lady with grey braided hair and a round, friendly face – but Lizzie continued to scroll down and her eye snagged immediately on an old black-and-white image. She peered at it more closely and gasped. Could it be?

Scrabbling through the piles of papers and notes beside her on the small desk, she found the second photograph, the one showing her great-grandmother and the group of women. She held it up against the screen and – yes, it was the same woman! So her great-grandmother had actually known the group’s leader. Lizzie thought back to what her mother had said at lunch, that Zofia hadn’t liked to talk about her time during the war. But why? Surely these resistance fighters were among the bravest people imaginable – Lizzie couldn’t begin to conceive the fear and apprehension they must have lived with every single day. So why not be proud of it? Why keep it a secret from your own family?

Lizzie rubbed her eyes and then switched off the computer. Perhaps she should
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