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“Hope rises like a phoenix
from the ashes of shattered dreams.”






(S.A. Sachs)


Chapter one











The wind was extreme and whistled
wildly as it eagerly shook the dense branches of the hanging birch
trees. The moon shone for a moment through the black clouds, and
only then could the road be seen and be passed without encountering
broken branches and be thrown onto the muddy ground. Violette knew
she had to move all the time lest she freezes to death. Her thin,
torn coat hung over her slender body, and her forehead was bruised
from the many falls, but she moved forward, like a wounded animal
fighting to survive. She knew that the deeper she went into the
dark forest, the harder it would be for the dogs to find her. For a
long time, she had not heard their barking and realized that she
had moved far enough, but she also knew that if she stopped moving
forward, they would catch up with her, so she was determined to
keep moving away from them before dawn.

The sound of thunder and flashes of
lightning startled her; she bit her lips in fear and cringed as she
clung to a tree. She strained her eyes wide open to see something,
but in vain, blind, with her arms outstretched not to bang her
head, she advanced step by step.

At first light, she realized that she
was already deep in the heart of the forest, protected from her
pursuers but exposed to cold and hunger. The walk was hard and
slow, she noticed a pit that would be a shelter where she could
rest a bit and maybe catch a nap, but as she got closer, she
slipped into it. As she tried to stop herself with her bare hands
from falling, a sharp broken branch got stuck deep into her arm;
she fainted from the intensity of the pain.

The drizzle of rain splashing on her
face woke her up; she opened her eyes, she was lying on her back,
and every attempt to move her hand caused her intense pain. Her
teeth chattered, and a tremor struck her body; she understood well
the severity of her condition. In a desperate effort, she grabbed
the branch fragment in her hand and ripped it from her arm. Now she
was fighting for her life; she wanted to live and knew she had to
stop the bleeding. She tore a strip of cloth from the rags of her
coat and tied it over the wound as she tightened the knot with her
teeth.

She crawled into a pile of leaves to
protect herself from the bitter cold and rain that fell from time
to time.

When she opened her eyes, she realized
that the day had passed while she was sleeping, darkness had fallen
on the forest, and the sounds of owls and other nocturnal animals
sounded.

Violette closed her eyes; she imagined
Vienna's family house, mother, and father having dinner with her.
The fireplace that spread heat from his whispering coals
contributed his part to the atmosphere. "Taste the liver spread I
prepared for you, Vivi," her mother said to her, and her father,
with a loving smile, added, "My sweet Violette, what would you like
me to bring you from New York?

The rain stopped, and the sky cleared
a little; Violette crawled out of the pit that was sheltering her;
she stood and wondered which direction she should go; she was
afraid she would go back in her footsteps. Her arm bothered her,
and she released the tight knot a little, the wound did not bleed,
and the numbed feeling of her fingers passed.

She started walking. Suddenly she saw
a squirrel gnawing at something it had found on the ground; she
hurriedly chased it away and began to search with her bare hands
under the leaves and the wooden pieces that lined the wet soil. She
picked up some nuts. She looked up and saw where they had fallen
from. She sat on the ground and cracked the nuts with a stone. She
chewed them slowly to make it easier for her to swallow. She licked
the dewdrops from the large leaves she had picked up. Before
proceeding, she filled her pockets with nuts to sustain her for the
next few days.

All day, she walked, slowly but
steadily, she felt her strength return to her, which made her feel
more secure. As it began to get dark, she was looking for a hiding
place for the approaching night. Since she could not find anything,
she decided to walk all night, for the moon's pale light was enough
to see her way through obstacles.

She recalled her parents again. "Did
Dad come back from the concert?" She asked her mother, "Vivi,
sweetheart, don't you remember that Dad left for New
York?"

Some voices
heard nearby brought her back to reality; she lay on the damp
ground and listened; it seemed that these were human voices. She
lay motionless and strained to listen, suddenly she heard a boy
screaming, maybe a girl. She raised her head slightly and saw
nothing. Dawn broke, and she got up a little and started walking
bent over as she leaned on her palms. In the distance, she saw a
low figure running through the woods, followed by a slightly taller
one; they ran in a circle and returned to the starting point,
laughing out loud. She decided to get closer to them until she was
at a distance where she could hear them well: "Juziek, don't go too
far away," she heard a female voice say in Polish.

"I am on Polish land!" The thought
went through her mind.

Violette was
lying in the bushes looking at the two children playing hide and
seek; she was afraid to get close lest she would be discovered.
"Juziek and Julia, the food is ready," she heard a male voice
calling to them. She got up a little and noticed a young man
wearing a woolen hat and black coat; she noticed the barrel of a
rifle that was hanging over his shoulder. She was hungry and
thirsty; the people in the forest did not seem threatening to her,
she decided to try her luck. When she got up, she saw smoke rising
from the direction where the children were running; the man with
the rifle also left. She was strolling toward the fire when she
suddenly heard the click of the rifle "Stop, who you are?" She
heard the man's voice behind her. She turned to him. "My name is
Kristina Kruk; I'm from Olsztyn, Mazury," she replied.

"Are you Jewish?" He asked as he came
a few steps nearer.

"No, I'm not Jewish," she replied
firmly.

"Then what are you doing in the
woods?" He asked, still aiming at her with his weapon.

"I'm hungry, I've been walking in the
woods for days without food, give me something to eat, and I'll
tell you."

"Where is your polish from?" He
asked.

"At my parents' house, they spoke
Polish; we are Polish - Germans from the Mazury," she
replied.

"Follow me." he sounded as he believed
her.

He put his weapon on his shoulder and
approached her, "You are wounded; the wound does not look good;
there is already rot around" He supported her, and they both
started walking towards the fire.

As they approached, she saw other
people in a clearing with a small structure made of logs and a
thatched roof mixed with clay on the outskirts. When they noticed
her, everyone stopped their work and looked at her.

"Her name is
Kristina; she can eat with us and will continue on her way," the
man reassured the others.

Violette sat down next to the boy and
girl. The heat generated by the fire gave her great comfort; she
closed her eyes for a moment, "Eat," she suddenly heard the voice
of the girl who handed her a lump of roasted meat. "Can I have
water?" she begged the girl, "I am very thirsty."

After eating, one of the men
approached her and looked at the wound. "The infection must be
treated," he said.

He brought a blanket and placed it on
her bare shoulders through the tears of her clothes. Then he took a
sharp knife and placed it on the whispering coals, "I must burn the
wound," he said.

Violette let him do as he told. She
was silent and turned her head away. When he attached the knife to
the wound, Violette fainted from the intensity of the pain. When
she woke up, she found herself inside the building lying on a
mattress covered with a thick blanket. She closed her eyes and fell
into a deep sleep.

Violette woke up in a panic; she felt
a hand touching her. She opened her eyes and saw two men leaning
over her.

"How do you feel?" asked the guy who
had helped her the day before.

"I slept well, though now I feel my
injured arm a little," she said as she examined the
wound.

The two sat down next to her, "Where
did you come from?" This time Violette realized that this was an
interrogation and her life depended on the answers she would
provide them.

"I jumped from a German vehicle that
was transporting me with other detainees."

"Where were you taken?"

"I do not know, we were ten, and two
Germans were guarding us; we were sitting in the back of the
truck," she replied.

"Who were the others?"

"We were many in the group, but the
rest managed to escape; we were caught."

"Where were you caught?" The older man
asked.

"We were in Lublin, in the apartment
of one of the group, and they broke into the apartment. Someone
tipped them off."

"I asked who the others were, and you
do not answer my question" This time, he was sharper in his
interrogation.

"We are all young people in their
twenties from the university; I joined a part of an underground
movement that spread leaflets against the Germans."

"What is the name of the group leader,
and what is it called?"

"We didn't have a name; the leader was
called Jan."

"Jan? That's it? Didn't he have a last
name?"

"I do not know; everybody called him
Jan."

"Where did the other team members who
jumped from the truck escape to?"

"I don't know, the Germans chased us
with dogs, I heard gunshots, I ran deep into the forest, and then
it rained. When I didn't hear the dogs anymore, I found a pit to
hide. I was in the woods for two nights until I found
you."

"What prayers are said in church on
Sunday mornings?"

"O Jesus Christ, here I am approaching
Your Altar with an open heart longing to meet You, and I ask You to
let me experience all the graces that You have prepared for me in
this Holy Sacrifice of the Holy Mass. Do you want me to
continue?"

"No, it's okay; we can let you stay
here for one more night, and then you'll have to leave."

Violette nodded understandingly.
"Thank you for your help."


Chapter two











Violette got up from the mattress on
which she lay until late afternoon, hunger began to bother her, and
she came out of the hut. It was quiet outside; two women were
washing clothes in a bucket, in the middle of the clearing stood a
big metal pot above burning twigs, one of the men was lying on a
bunk with his eyes closed, the boys' voices were heard in the
distance, and she assumed there was another hidden compound nearby.
She approached the two women. "Why do you live in the woods? What
are you hiding from?" One of the women started talking, but her
friend gave her an angry look, and she faded out.

"Boris is coming soon; ask him what
you want to know."

"You have some food to give me? I'm
hungry."

"Soon, everyone will come to eat; you
can join us."

Violette went back to the hut and lay
down as she felt dizzy. "I must have lost a lot of blood," she
thought.

After a while, she heard some voices
approaching and realized that the whole group was back in the camp;
she got up and went out to them. Very carefully she came to the
young man who found her, she smiled at him and won a shy smile. Now
that she has passed the "credibility test" of the group leader and
received approval to stay with them for another day, the atmosphere
around her had calmed down, as she was not a threat
anymore.

"How long have you been hiding in the
woods?" She asked him while they walked away from the
rest.

"I do not know, I have lost my sense
of time, but a lot of time, many months, maybe even a year," he
replied.

"What do you feed on?"

"Some of us go hunting, we learned how
to catch different animals with the help of traps, the women pick
mushrooms and roots, we have a goat that came from nowhere,
rainwater is not lacking, and we feel pretty safe here."

"And you have no connection with the
outside world?"

"We have, but I cannot talk about it"
he sounded almost apologetic.

"And escapees like me did not cross
your place till now?"

"There were, some Jews, who fled on
the way to the camps, jumped from transporting trains."

"And where did they go?" She asked,
hoping very much that by asking this, she would know where to go
next.

"They did not go on," he replied, and
a small smile appeared.

Violette tried to smile to not betray
herself, but her face contorted and turned pale.

"What happened? What are you scared
of? "You did not expect us to share our little food with rats that
have sucked our blood for generations."

Violette did not answer him; she
suddenly began to fear for her life lest they should suspect her.
She decided she had to leave the place in the dark of night when
everyone was asleep.

"Come eat,
Kristina," the young man called to her.

After eating
from the soup rich in chunks of meat and legumes collected in the
forest, they all began to disperse. Most of them left for the other
part, which was probably a short distance from the clearing where
she was. The boy, the girl, and two other men entered the hut. The
young man stayed outside and cleaned the area. "Let's get it right;
the pigs ate and left without the clean-up. “She began to collect
the leftovers that were thrown on the ground around the empty
pot.

When they finished cleaning, they sat
on a wooden bunk. The sky was clear, and the moon illuminated the
forest.

"Before the war, we lived in a small
village near Maluszyn, a really small village, with a total of five
hundred people. On Sundays, the Jews would show up in the village
square, ugly bearded people wearing black hats; they would come
with a horse harnessed to a cart, set up a stand, and sell booze of
their own production to the locals. After leaving with the money,
the men were left behind, rolling in their vomit. When their wives
tried to drag them to their homes, they would hit their women and
children. We called them bloodsuckers, and if we are talking about
blood, during their Passover, they would kidnap a child from nearby
villages to make matzah for their holiday; everyone knew
that."

Violette was silent; she heard these
stories for the first time in her life. In the society she
frequented, nobody ever talked about occurrences like this. She
could not believe that there was truth in it. So now she was
determined to be silent so, she nodded understandingly.

"I come from the city, so I did not
come across it, but I heard about these acts."

"These are not rumors, these are
testimonies, and everything is true, even the priest in the village
mentioned that the Jews had humiliated the Holy Jesus and drank his
blood."

Violette suddenly got up. "I'm tired,
I'm leaving tomorrow, and I have a long way to go," she
said.

"I'll talk to Jacek tomorrow; I'll try
to convince him to let you stay with us," he said.

She smiled at him, "great, thank you,"
and walked away towards the hut.

For several hours now, Violette has
been lying on the mattress in the hut while some of the place's
occupants were sleeping next to her. She has concluded that as soon
as she wants to leave the site, they will eliminate her for fear of
betraying them. She realized she had to run away in the dark of the
night when everyone was asleep.

She looked around; no sound was heard
outside the snores merging with the noise of the crickets and
frogs.

She got up and began to walk towards
the bushes when she suddenly heard a murmur, "Where are you going?"
It was the young boy's voice. He was lying on a bunk outside the
cabin.

"I need to pee," she replied in a
whisper.

"Beware of snakes, do not go deep into
the forest."

She went in behind the bushes where he
couldn't see her; she was afraid he would follow her. It took her a
few minutes of questioning whether to run deep into the forest and
escape or wait for another opportunity. When she saw the guy get
up, she went out from behind the bushes and walked towards the
hut.

"Are you keeping us from predators?"
She tried to give her voice a light-hearted air of
jokes.

"Yes, of human predators," he
replied.

"Now that I know you're on guard, I
will sleep better."

She went into the hut and lay down on
the mattress.

"Mammy, I hope you are fine, and you
have arrived in New York healthy; I am sure the moment will arrive,
when we unite again, I love you very much" She finished writing the
imaginary letter and fell into a deep sleep.

When she opened her eyes, it was still
dark; she got up and proceeded carefully to a point from where she
could look out without the young man noticed her. He lay on the
bunk with his head covered with a blanket. "This is my last chance
to escape," the thought went through her mind.

Walking hunched over and in slow
steps, she began to move towards him, she passed him and continued
towards the bushes, suddenly she heard a murmur behind her, turned
around and saw that he was still lying in his place. The distance
of the twenty paces went on forever; when she reached the bushes,
she sat down and looked back; everything was calm, except for the
crickets and frogs croaking in a monotonous chorus, she heard no
other voices. Violette began to walk into the depth of the forest
in the opposite direction from which she had come; she assumed the
walking distance was two to three days at most. She now felt strong
and ready to walk at a faster pace.

She walked with the full moon shining
through her for about two hours, dawn began to rise, and she
increased her pace. From time to time, she would stop and listen to
the sounds of the forest. "If I had not visited the church with my
aunt Gertrude, who knows if I would have survived," the thought
went through her mind.

After several consecutive hours of
walking, she stopped to rest. Now she knew she had gone far into
the depths of the forest and realized that the chances of finding
her were low.

As she had learned to identify them,
she had collected some mushrooms that grew under the trees and ate
them. Afterward, she decided to continue on her way as long as it
was still light.

Towards evening Violette was looking
for a hiding place to spend the night. From time to time, it rained
slightly, which did not stop her from moving forward. Her arm
bothered her mostly when the branches scratched her injury, but the
treatment she had received seemed to prevent the infection.
Darkness fell on the forest abruptly, and suddenly everything
seemed so alienating and frightening. She took shelter under a
large tree that protected her from getting wet. She licked large,
wet leaves, which she collected from the ground. While trying to
fall asleep, she heard thunder and saw flashes of lightning coming
from afar, but the rain stopped entirely to her relief.

Her stomach rumbled, and hunger
bothered her, but she was afraid to look for mushrooms lest in the
dark she would not recognize them and eat poisonous
ones.

At first light, she began to look for
something to eat; she found one extra-large mushroom and chewed it
with great appetite; after a deep search under the guise of leaves
and twigs, she found roots, not sure if they were edible. Suddenly
she heard the hum of a swarm of bees. She looked up and noticed a
vast honeycomb hanging from a branch of a tree. She chased the bees
away with a branch and struck the honeycomb until a decent piece of
it detached and fell to the ground; she snatched it and quickly ran
away from the nervous bees that began to gather above her in a
threatening manner. As she walked a long way, she sat down and
poured the liquid honey down her throat.

After a few
hours of hard walking up a steep hill, when she reached its top,
the sight of a wooded valley and a stream running through the green
hills unfolded before her eyes. Along the creek, she noticed a
group of wooden houses where smoke billowed from their chimneys;
she decided to reach them.


Chapter
three



As she got closer to the village, she
saw about a dozen wooden houses, and she realized that the
inhabitants were farmers cultivating their lands.

She memorized her cover story well,
repeated her name and date of birth several times, her place of
residence, and the invented names of her parents and grandparents,
as well as the Sunday prayer she knew well and for the sake of
habit crossed herself several times repeating "Chwala Boga" (Praise
God) which was a common phrase for the local Catholics.

She first met an older-looking Polish
woman who washed her clothes in the stream's water. She approached
her, chanting a melody so as not to frighten her.

"Chwala Boga," she greeted
her.

"Chwala Boga," replied the woman and
continued her work.

"I got lost. Can you tell me where we
are?"

Now she became suspicious and rose up
in front of her, "And where did you come from?"

"I will be honest with you; I do not
want to lie to you; I was arrested by the police on suspicion of
communist activity, which I am not. I was taken for questioning,
and the vehicle hit a tree, the driver was killed, and I fled to
the forest. I have been walking around for a few days alone; you
are the first soul I meet."

The woman looked at her closely and
frowned in an attempt to understand the situation that had
arisen.

"You are not Jewish; I can see that.
So come and help me, and I will give you some food."

"My name is
Kristina," Violette said, holding out her hand.

"I am Zosia," replied the woman and
shook her hand.

Now the two women were walking,
carrying the tin tub full of wet clothes toward the
village.

When they entered the hut, Violette
immediately noticed the great poverty that prevailed in the place.
The floor was missing several tiles, the bed structure was made of
wood, and the mattress was stuffed with hay, a table with two
chairs in the middle of the room—the sink with a hose connected to
a water tank above. It was cold inside the hut, and a metal stove
that heated the room also served for cooking. A pot stood over it,
and some stew was simmering in it that increased Violette's
hunger.

"Sit down, my child; I'll prepare for
you a plate of the Krupnik I cooked," Zosia said, approaching the
pot with a ladle in her hand.

Violette sat. A tear welled up in her
eyes; she went through a tough time in which she was chased like an
animal escaping its hunters. Yet, for a moment, she felt safe, one
moment when she could gather strength to continue on her way, a
moment that would distract her from the terror of being
prey.

Zosia sat across from her and watched
her eat the hot soup and lick the spoon.

"You have
suffered so much, war is damned; why is there so much hatred in the
world? God created everyone equal, isn’t it?”

Violette looked at her face with deep
wrinkles and a strand of her white hair protruding through the
handkerchief wrapped around her head, her hands rough from hard
work in harsh conditions.

"Do you live alone?" She asked though
she knew the answer when she saw the single bed in the corner of
the room next to the stove.

"Yes, my husband, peace be upon him,
died a few years ago of pneumonia, my youngest son was run over by
a raging horse when he was three, and my eldest son disappeared
when the Germans entered Poland in September 1939. I hope to see
him when it's all over, God willing. And where are your parents, my
child? Do you have any information about your family?" Zosia asked,
and her blue eyes were looking with concern at Violette.

"We lived in Maluszyn when I was
arrested along with a few other young students from the university;
my parents stayed at home, I did not hear from them anymore, I do
not know what happened to them. I was taken for questioning, and
the vehicle collided with a tree trunk, and as I have already told
you, I fled to the forest, crossed it, and came here."

"You can stay in my house as long as
you want; we'll be crammed into bed, so we'll be
warmer."

Violette stood up and hugged the
woman. "I thank you, may God bless you, and may your son return in
peace."

Several days passed since Violette had
arrived in the remote village of Maluszyn; she had been busy with
Zosia's household. Nevertheless, the two found a common language
and often had pleasant conversations; they went to the small church
together on Sundays after Zosia washed, sewed, and repaired
Violette's clothes.

In the land next to the house, Zosia
grew red beets from which she made borscht soup. She performed as
the "doctor" of the village for her living; she learned the craft
of extracting teeth with the help of special pliers and treated
diseases and wounds using herbs she collected in the
forest.

One day one of the village daughters,
accompanied by her mother, came to Zosia. The girl was about
Violette's age. She was so anxious about the painful tooth
extraction that she fainted even before receiving the treatment.
Violette volunteered to distract her and tried to convince her to
get the treatment. They walked along the creek and
chatted.

"I have not
yet asked you for your name; my name is Kristina," said
Violette.

"Mine is Bozena," the girl
replied.

"And what are you doing in the
village?"

"I studied sewing in our county town
Wloszczowa, and besides, I'm engaged. I will be getting married and
raising kids."

"Wonderful,
so you'll be a mother soon?”

"Not so soon, my fiancé was taken by
the partisans to the forests, and I do not know where he
is."

"Hopefully, it's all over soon, and he
will be back in peace, and you can get married." Violette tried to
comfort her.

"I pray for that to the good Lord
every night before I close my eyes."

"So surely God will hear your prayers
and answer them willingly."

"How nice you are, your Polish is so
rich, one can see that you are urban, maybe you will come and visit
me so I will improve my Polish?"

"I'd love to come, even tomorrow, if
you like."

"Of course, I hope to feel good after
the extraction."

Violette accompanied her back. She
held Bozena's hand while Zosia removed the sore tooth.

Before they left, she walked over to
her and hugged her warmly. "How glad I am to have met you; I hope
you will come to visit me tomorrow."

As she sat in the cabin doorway with
Zosia in the evening, they both looked at the starry sky, each one
in his thoughts. Zosia quietly prayed for her son's return, and
Violette imagined her parents sitting in their New York apartment,
crying over their only daughter they had left somewhere in occupied
Europe.


The following day, after cleaning the
house and going out with two buckets to fetch water from the creek,
she informed Zosia that she would visit her new friend.

"People in the village are suspicious;
try not to stand out and do not tell that you have been arrested
for your political opinions. Instead, when asked, say you are my
distant relative from Czestochowa and have been sent for a while to
be with me and help with the housework."

Violette nodded and smiled. "It's
okay; I'm responsible. I will not involve you."

As she went out and walked towards the
main square, she was accompanied by dozens of curious and
suspicious eyes; such are the villagers, not trusting strangers
appearing out of nowhere.

"Welcome to my house," Bozena jumped
up and hugged her warmly.

"Does it still hurt?" Violette
asked.

"No, at night, it hurt a little;
mother brought me some cloves that helped me a lot, and today it's
as if nothing happened."

After showing her house, which was
larger and better built from Zosia's hut, the two went for a walk
on the edge of the forest. They collected mushrooms, and Bozena
taught Violette the edible types of mushrooms as well as some
secrets of the forest.

"Where are your parents?" Bozena
asked.

"My parents are in Kielce; I came to
be with Aunt Zosia because life in Kielce has been difficult since
the occupation, my father has no job, and my mother is very ill,
and they have no money for medicine."

Bozena looked at her compassionately,
"Fine, so till the end of the occupation, we will keep company. I
do not like village life."

When they
returned to Bozena's house, they sat in her room and talked. Then,
Bozena went out to use the wooden outhouse built in the courtyard.
Violette looked around and saw various documents sticking
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