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 This book is dedicated to

  

 Blaine Bull,

  

 one of the good guys.


Foreword

 

For Three Lines is a historically accurate novel. Most characters and the city “Krasau” are fictional, but the history is painfully accurate as detailed in the Historical Notes at the end of the book.

A primary purpose of this book is to honor the young men and women – in many cases boys and girls – who, with their elders, suffered to a degree unfathomable and yet persevered, including through resistance. Common to so many, and a driving force behind the original sources on which this novel is based, was the desire that they and their experiences be remembered. This book hopes to contribute toward that aim.

The title is based on the words of Aharon Liebeskind (1912-1942), the Krakow Akiva Zionist youth group’s oldest leader, who said the young Jews’ desperate fight against the Nazis was “for three lines in history.”

 

***

 

Note: To avoid confusion for American readers, this novel does not use the metric system, though Poland used it during the 1930s and 1940s, or “military time” (a 24-hour clock).

“Palestine” has the meaning understood at the relevant times, as explained in the Historical Notes for the first chapter of Part One.


Prologue

MAY 19, 1942

KRASAU, POLAND

ANNA

 

 

Anna studied her reflection in the bathroom mirror.

She carefully applied light-lavender eyeshadow onto her eyelids and brushed it all the way from lash lines to eyebrows. Lighter shade on the lid and a deeper color on the creases to give her blue eyes a deep-set look. Like the Hollywood actresses.

She lined her eyelashes with a black pencil and applied mascara to both top and bottom. After packing a layer of foundation, she lightly brushed on powder to keep her skin soft and glowing.

Anna smiled. “Hi – been waiting long?” she muttered to herself. “No, I’ve done enough sitting today.” She smiled again.

Her right hand shook slightly as she reached for the lipstick. The distant horn from a streetcar meant it was 4:00 p.m. Plenty of time. Deep breath.

She painted her lips red, and her eyes narrowed as she thought about the hours ahead. Outside the Pulaski Café, to the right of the door, he’ll be holding a folded newspaper in his left hand. Tall, blonde and handsome.

Newspaper in the left hand, not the right. Approach him only if he is alone.

Anna didn’t like the tint of her cheeks; she dabbed some lipstick and rubbed it in with her fingers. She shook her blondish-brown hair out of a bun and smiled wide to rehearse what she wanted the world to see. “Hi – been waiting long?” Pause. “No, I’ve done enough sitting today.” Smile.

She put on her hat and coat, walked downstairs, and strolled from the apartment building down the sidewalk. She caught herself looking at her feet as she walked and immediately lifted her head and eyes. Don’t ever look down, she reminded herself. Don’t ever look down.

Be confident.

Stay focused.

Though barely past nineteen, the job was hers because she was the best.

Anna walked down Maricka Boulevard. The trees flanking the street burst with spring’s bright green leaves. To her right stood a huge Catholic church decorated by an expansive lawn and beautiful flowers. Two young nuns, in habits, sat on the grass enjoying the unusually mild weather; yellow daffodils and purple violets danced in the breeze.

As Anna passed the church, the aroma of kielbasa pork sausage greeted her from a sausage stand. Next to it along the sidewalk stood a street vendor hawking cheese, potato, and beef pierogis to two German soldiers on leave. Anna momentarily joined the sausage line but looked at her watch, frowned and hurried to the No. 6 trolley in front of Kunkel’s department store.

She knew the No. 6 line well. It ran on tracks through the center of town, past the old police station and across the river. Anna had grown up in Krasau, a city of four hundred thousand people between Warsaw and Krakow.

She entered the crowded trolley car, which on the outside resembled a red passenger train car with large front and side windows but had a bus-like interior for passengers to sit or stand. A middle-aged man offered his seat, near a window, and Anna graciously accepted. A woman standing near her was reading a letter, others stared into space; two seated older men talked. A young mother across the aisle played little piggy with her toddler’s fingers; he squealed adorably.

Anna paid close attention to her fellow passengers, more keenly than most. For self-preservation.

She caught eyes with the young mother and her little boy. “Meow,” Anna purred at the child. “Meow.”

“Is she a kitty cat?” the mother asked her son.

“No. She’s a doggie!” he teased.

“Ruff ruff,” Anna barked.

The boy giggled; his mother pulled a picture book from her bag, grabbing his attention.

One of the older men seated near Anna looked at her and smiled. Anna smiled back. The man enjoyed sitting near this cheerful girl, especially with all the gloom and doom around. Dressed nicely, he thought, she must be meeting friends at a café or going home from work at a fancy store. She reminded him of his niece, a typical Polish Catholic girl. He liked being around his own kind.

The man wouldn’t have believed that Anna Allowitz was different. Fatally different.

She took a breath and began to relax. Her rendezvous was still an hour away. Always nervous when prepping, Anna usually calmed down after settling into a streetcar. Something about them. Warm feelings from when she was little? Whatever the reason, she’d take it.

Anna knew that most people judged others based on scanty bits of information. This included her fellow passengers. And undercover police. And Germans who might put a bullet in her head if they learned her true identity. She’d been trained to use her appearance, demeanor, and words to manipulate them to see what she pretended to be.

To survive, she lied. About everything. Not only for herself, but for her organization and those they hoped to save.

Softly smiling, Anna stretched and furtively glanced around the car. Everyone was self-absorbed. She thought of an old friend who once lived in this neighborhood. Her friend was gone, and most people she knew would also soon be gone. Years ago, friends were “gone” when off on vacation. Gone now meant something very different. Horribly permanent.

The trolley honked its horn and pulled up to the next stop, in a commercial area, and the man who had smiled at Anna exited. She gazed out the window. The sidewalk in front of the stores was full of people milling around or walking this way and that. Young women pushing baby carriages, men and women window shopping. People walking arm in arm, wearing fashionable hats and purses.

Anna noticed a young woman and her boyfriend holding hands. They looked so in love. A flower vendor offered the couple a bouquet of roses. The corners of Anna’s lips curved into a sad smile, and she felt a familiar pang. She allowed the relaxed part of her mind to take her back to the night she’d met Mordecai. It was so long ago…

Anna had been in love. A love only poets and dreamers like Anna could imagine. A love that could not have been deeper or more real and would last forever. She had known it. So had he; she knew that too. But he and love were no longer here.

She sighed at what was lost but returned to the present and reminded herself to feel fortunate. With all that had changed, Anna would be selfish to ask for happiness now.


PART ONE - Closing the Trap

 

FOUR YEARS EARLIER, MAY 8, 1938

ANNA

 

After Passover, Anna’s best friend, Estie, had dragged soon to be seventeen-year-old Anna to the Spring Celebration. Because “lots of Jewish boys will be there.” Anna went because she wanted to help Estie land her first boyfriend, a noble but daunting task.

“Come with me!” Estie had said. “You’re great at talking to boys.”

Anna, who dated but never had a long-term boyfriend, said, “My specialty is drawing them in, not keeping them. Catch and release.”

“Perfect. Line them up, and I’ll choose. That’s how it works, right?”

Anna thought it did seem true for the beautiful girls in their class. Boys hovered, making fools of themselves. Some people, like Mama and Bubbie, Anna’s grandmother, said Anna was pretty. But she thought of herself as average looking, not pretty or unpretty. Average height, thin bordering on skinny. When Anna was little, people said she was so skinny she could hide by turning sideways.

It annoyed Anna that boys didn’t notice smart, kindhearted, shy Estie, with her sleepy eyes and big nose. That Estie was the most clever, funny, creative person didn’t seem to matter to boys who drooled over pretty girls. But as Bubbie would say, “Don’t cry when your dog doesn’t grow feathers.”

Anna envied Estie. Because Estie never stopped trying. Anna was so afraid of failing – at everything – that she quit whenever she felt pressure. Fear, not laziness. Caring too much, not too little. The more important a project was to Anna, the less likely she’d finish it. Then came excuses, which were better than admitting she was afraid. A person should know her limitations. A turtle shouldn’t expect to run fast or a cow to fly. Who needed the angst?

But Anna was happy to help Estie tonight at the Spring Celebration, a fancy name for a Zakkai Zionist youth group event in a huge party room at the Jewish Center. Feeble decorations but lots of music, desserts, at least a hundred teens aged fourteen to eighteen, energy and noise. Food and drink tables adorned with blue tablecloths anchored the middle of the room. Most of the girls huddled in scattered clumps, same with the boys. Some boys were playing an improvised soccer/football game, running around, cheering and yelling.

Anna had arrived late and found Estie at a pastry table, where Estie swallowed two apple strudels other than the powdered sugar that now topped her black sweater. Anna brushed it off, tidied up some wayward, brown curls on one side of Estie’s face and said, “I love your sweater. You look so pretty!”

During the first few minutes, a tall boy scouted them and the desserts, ate a strudel and retreated with baked apple on his fingers. No one else approached. “We should have brought a ball for you to bounce,” Anna said. “Boys love bouncing balls, like girls and chocolate.”

They looked around, and Estie quickly calculated: about two boys their age per girl. Good odds. “OK, so what’s the plan?” Estie asked.

“The plan?”

“Yeah. Your strategy on how you’ll catch a boy for me.”

Anna rubbed her chin. “Shouldn’t you first tell me what you’re looking for? I’d hate to go to a lot of trouble convincing a boy he’s yours if his eyelashes are too long or his shoes the wrong size.”

“Good point, and I’ve thought about it. I used to want a nice, handsome boy who is intelligent, athletic, popular and funny. But I’ve adjusted my goals.”

“To what?”

“I’m now looking for three traits: alive, awake and likes pastries. In a pinch, I’d take a boy with two out of three.”

“Estie,” Anna laughed, “if you could relax and talk to boys like you talk to me, you’d–” Anna heard a deep, “Hi” from behind her left shoulder. She turned and saw a square face smiling at Estie. Straight nose, dark-brown hair curling over the tips of his ears, dimpled chin. The guy was wearing a stiff white shirt and dark slacks.

Cute! Anna knew Estie thought so because Estie’s only words were “Hi… um… um.”

“Welcome to Zakkai’s Spring Celebration. I’m Mordecai. What’s your name?”

“Esther,” she giggled. Estie clutched Anna’s arm. “And this is Anna.”

He turned to Anna and saw a sincere smile and blondish hair that set her apart in a room full of dark-haired girls. Her hair was pulled back behind her ears and flowed onto her shoulders. He didn’t notice the pink sweater because his eyes refused to leave her face.

“Hi Anna. I’m one of the Zakkai leaders. My job is to tell you about our group and answer q-q-q-questions,” he stuttered. Mordecai gave them a short spiel about Zakkai and about himself. Eighteen, finished school, works at a butcher shop, avid Zionist, moving to Palestine at the end of the year.

“When we walked in,” Anna said, “some Zakkai person told us about the group’s leaders and said the one named Mordecai is really smart, an athlete, a member of an important Zionist–”

“You must have t-t-talked to my mother,” he grinned.

“No, it was a guy…” He’s modest, Anna thought. Could be a great catch for Estie.

Mordecai reached for a cinnamon cookie.

“You like cinnamon?” Anna asked. “Estie makes the BEST cinnamon desserts. And the best chocolate desserts, and the best everything.”

Mordecai smiled at Estie. “The best everything?” She blushed and bit her lip.

“If you’re lucky, Estie might tell you some of her secrets.”

“Have you baked a long t-t-time, Estie?” Mordecai asked.

“Um, yeah, I guess,” Estie said.

“Are you kidding?” Anna said. “Estie was a child prodigy – they called her the Chopin of babka.”

Estie gave Anna a sideways glare.

“Do you work at a bakery?” Mordecai asked.

“No,” Estie said, looking down.

“Estie is really talented.” Anna smiled.

“Very cool,” Mordecai said, his eyes locking onto Anna’s smile. He paused but finally said, “What’s your talent, Anna?”

“I’m talentless. But Estie isn’t just a baker, she also–”

“Anna, I don’t remember seeing you at other Zakkai programs,” Mordecai said. He shifted away from Estie and faced Anna. “I don’t know about baking, but that’s OK because my job tonight is to t-t-talk to the talentless people.” He smiled at Anna.

She saw the disappointment in Estie’s face. “You must spend a lot of time talking to the mirror,” Anna said.

Estie walked away, and Mordecai bristled. “What the–”

Anna crossed her arms. “If empathy is a talent, you don’t have any.”

A sad look spread across Mordecai’s face, but he quickly recovered. “I was nice t-t-to her, but it’s not right to lead people along if you’re not interested.”

“Good point,” Anna said. She walked away.

Anna caught up to Estie at another dessert table. “That was a practice round,” Anna said. “Don’t worry–”

“That boy likes you!” Estie said.

“Nah–”

“And he’s cute! Those big eyes with the wavy brown hair, and his smile. I’m the one who came here looking for a boy–”

“Yeah, his eyes were definitely burning in my direction. I thought my pimples would burst. But some guys are just born with those eyes. It doesn’t mean a thing. See–” Anna pointed at Mordecai across the room laughing with other girls. “His eyes are probably smoldering at them.”

“I go to a lot of picture shows. You wait. He’ll be back – unless he’s afraid. I think you made him nervous, the way he was talking.”

“No, he wasn’t nervous. He has a stutter, and people who stutter can’t help it. I guess he deserves credit; he’s not afraid to talk to people. But enough about him, let’s scope out some boys with better taste.”

Anna and Estie joined a group of girls they knew and talked about everything other than Zakkai or Zionism. After a while, Anna reminded Estie that she was there for boy hunting.

“I could use more strudel first,” Estie said. They walked toward a dessert table, but Mordecai and two boys intercepted them.

“Estie,” Mordecai said. “This is Avram and Tolek. They both love challah, and Avram’s favorite dessert is babka. His father owns a bakery, and Tolek tries to be their best customer.”

“My father made the strudel,” Avram said, pointing at the dessert table. “Have you had any?”

“I’m on my way,” Estie said. She and the two boys headed toward the desserts.

Anna smiled at Mordecai. “That was very sweet – if those boys are being sincere.”

“They’re good guys.” He glanced at the boys and turned back to Anna. “I’m glad you came tonight to give Zakkai a try. Are you a Zionist or–”

“I’m a Zionist, my father is a Zionist. But I’m not much of a joiner. I’m here to keep Estie company.”

“We have a lot planned tonight, and b-b-be sure to stay to the end for the folk dancing. Like our p-p-pioneers in the land of Israel who dance around bonfires. But we’ll circle the punch bowl.”

A ball from the boys’ football game rolled near Anna’s feet. She scooped it up and awkwardly tried to throw it back across the room, but the ball fell out of her hand, hit a chair near them and rolled to a stop a few feet away. A boy ran over and retrieved it. “When I said I’m not talented, I forgot about my throwing skills,” Anna said.

“I see that. I know this is your first time to Zakkai, but if you’d like to get involved, Leah, one of the people in charge, is forming a group for new girls who’d come once a month and–”

“I’m not much into committing to that sort of thing.”

“What sort of things d-d-do you commit to?”

“Nothing comes to mind.”

“You’re a noncommittal talentless non-joiner?”

“That about sums it up,” Anna nodded. “Talentless is a little harsh because I am talented at not committing.”

“You’re only here to k-k-keep your friend company.”

“Right.”

Mordecai sighed and turned to leave. “Have fun tonight.”

“You don’t need to go.”

“But–” A ball came flying and hit Mordecai in the face. He clenched his fists, looked around, saw the ball rolling a few steps away, picked it up and scowled. Two guys he didn’t know, about his age, ran over to get it.

“Sorry,” they said.

Mordecai relaxed and managed to smile, though his face still burned from getting smacked. “That’s OK. But this is the second t-t-time. You should stop playing football in here. That ball could have hit this g-g-girl or–”

“Could have hit the g-g-girl?” one of the boys taunted.

Mordecai’s face darkened. He threw the ball across the large room; it banged against the opposite wall. “Apologize now or I’ll break you into t-t-t-two pieces.”

“N-N-N-No,” the boy said.

Mordecai stepped toward him, but both boys laughed and ran off.

“Are you OK?” Anna asked. “That must have hurt!”

“Yeah.”

“Were you really going to hit him?”

“Yeah.”

Anna frowned. “Isn’t it childish to fight someone over–”

He shot her an annoyed look. “I didn’t ask your opinion.”

“I think–”

“I’m supposed to mingle and tell new people about Zakkai.” He wanly smiled and walked away.

Anna spotted Estie, across the room, still talking to one of Mordecai’s friends. Anna smiled to herself, returned to the group of girls she knew, and joined in their conversation about picture shows and Hollywood stars. She didn’t bother trying to meet boys. She wasn’t there for that. She did scan the crowd for signs of Mordecai but chided herself for doing it. She did it twice, OK, maybe three more times. All but once, he was talking to girls. If he was supposed to tell new people about Zakkai, why was he always talking to girls – especially pretty ones?

The one time she saw him spend more than a minute talking to boys was when he huddled with three other Zakkai leaders. They looked like nice guys, and Anna could tell they really liked Mordecai. One playfully threw his arm around Mordecai’s neck, and another was laughing with him. Anna noticed that Mordecai was a lot shorter than the other three. He’d seemed tall when she was talking to him.

After a while, Zakkai leaders divided everyone into groups and led discussions about Zionism’s goal of Jews returning to their ancient homeland. Then came folk dancing. Anna normally got nervous dancing – but this, with its loud, upbeat music, was different. They started with circle dances – grabbing each other’s hands, tugging, weaving feet in and out. Then came the line dances, which Estie loved because girls could grab a boy’s hand as easily as a boy might grab a girl’s. Everyone was switching partners, laughing, and singing to the Hebrew words as best they could while music blared on the gramophone.

Mordecai didn’t so much as glance at Anna the entire time. At least not while Anna spied on him.

They announced the final dance, a Jewish Mazurka, and Mordecai appeared from nowhere to ask Anna if she’d be his partner. She felt herself blush and said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t know ho–”

“No p-p-problem.” He took her hand and led her onto the floor with other dancers.

Terrified, she reflexively tried to pull away. “I’m a non-dancing, talentless–”

But he whispered, “Don’t worry,” and the music began. “I’ll show you.” He took her left hand, placed his on her back and guided her.  Through twirls and hops, he gave her tips and whispered, “You’re doing great… You’re doing great.” He kept his eyes on her face; she looked at her feet, afraid she’d step on his. She felt incompetent, embarrassed and happy.

As the music stopped, he smiled into her eyes and whispered, “Thank you.” She smiled back. Still holding her, he said, “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“That was one of the not so baddest things I’ve done in a long time.”

Mordecai walked Anna and Estie home. Though Anna lived closer, he took a roundabout route to reach Estie’s place first. “Like in a picture show,” Estie muttered to Anna as she and Mordecai turned to walk away. At Anna’s door, Mordecai said, “I could meet you tomorrow at 3:30 at the library n-n-n-near your school–”

“I won’t be at the library tomorrow.”

“You will if you come help me p-p-plan the next Zakkai event.”

“I need to study. Why would I want to–”

“To be nice?”

“Why at the library?”

“Why not? And I’ve heard people study there.”

Anna’s instinct to flee was under attack by Mordecai’s eyes. Nothing she couldn’t handle, but she decided to meet him – just this once – because of how he’d redeemed himself with Estie. “OK, I’ll see you tomorrow at 3:30.”

 

***

 

At the library, Mordecai led Anna into a crowded, quiet room, where they sat next to each other at an empty table. The only sounds in the place were of pages turning or an occasional cough. For about fifteen minutes, he whispered his plans for the next Zakkai event, and she said what she thought. She then laid her books on the table and began to study; he noticed her composition notebook and whispered, “Can I read this?” Anna nodded.

Flipping the pages, his mouth opened and stayed open. He laughed a couple times and whispered, “This is so incredibly good! You could be a professional writer.”

An elderly couple walked into the room and sat at their table.

“You’re very talented for a talentless person,” Mordecai whispered.

Anna shrugged. “I think the man across from us is mad we’re talking.” Mordecai glanced at the guy, who glared back.

“Should we go outside?” Anna asked.

“No. We were whispering when he sat down. He could have gone somewhere else.”

Anna flushed red; she didn’t like confrontation. “OK,” she whispered as quietly as she could. “You said you’re moving to Palestine this year?”

“Yeah – November, in six months.”

“With your parents?”

“No, only me.”

Anna made a worried face. “I’d be scared to move so far away by myself. Are you afraid? Do you have family there?”

“No, but I’ll make friends. I’ve been dreaming of this my whole life.” Mordecai’s eyes lit up. “What an amazing time – our generation has the chance to reestablish our nation in Palestine after two thousand years, and I want to do my part.”

“My father is a big Zionist and taught me some history. Masada, Bar Kokhba down to Herzl–”

Mordecai whispered, “Do your parents want to move there?”

“My father says maybe next year.”

“The old ‘Next year in Jerusalem’ that people say but don’t do?”

Anna shrugged. “Someday, I hope.”

“Hmm… I have an idea. I could teach you Hebrew farming words that pioneers should know,” Mordecai whispered, ignoring the “Shh!” from the man across the table. “So if you do go, you’ll be ready.”

Anna rested her chin in her hand, stared at Mordecai and furrowed her brow.

“What?” he asked.

“This isn’t polite, but why – how are you talking so much without stuttering?”

“I don’t stutter when I whisper.”

A smile slowly crept across Anna’s face, and she nodded. “Ah, that’s why we’re at the library.” She was beginning to admire this guy.

Mordecai smiled back. “Do you want to come over tomorrow and learn some advanced Hebrew?”

“Tomorrow, at your home?”

“Yeah.”

Anna felt her stomach tighten. The familiar feeling that meant she liked this boy. She put her hand in front of her face and blocked her view of his eyes.

“What are you doing?”

“Defending myself.”

He tilted his head. “So, tomorrow?”

“I can’t.”

“Day after tomorrow?”

“Sorry, I can’t.” She dropped her hand and crossed her arms.

“I can’t the rest of this week,” Mordecai said. “What about a week from today?”

Anna sighed and again blocked his eyes with her hand. He’s persistent. But he’s too smart not to get the message. She slightly spread her fingers and squinted, through the gap, at his eyes. He’s moving away. And maybe he’s just a nice Zionist guy who wants to teach people Hebrew.

“OK.”

 

***

 

A week later, Anna walked from school to Mordecai’s family’s apartment in Krasau’s old Jewish section. Mostly poor, Jews had lived there for generations, including Anna’s family when she was little. Anna made her way down a long street filled with small tailor, shoemaker, bookbinding, hat making, and similar shops abutting the narrow sidewalk, their outside walls plastered with advertisements in Jewish script.

She walked past four little synagogues – out of the eighty dotting the Jewish area – politely ignored peddlers hawking their cheap goods, and turned onto a winding, cobblestone street lined with shabby three- and four-story apartment buildings, butted up against each other, all facing the street.

Mordecai was waiting on the sidewalk in front of his building. He led Anna into the run-down front entry and up three flights of creaking stairs to a small apartment. An aroma of baked cinnamon met them inside a tidy, little sitting room. The walls were decorated with old photos of grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins, a large radio rested on a small table against one wall, and a dark-brown couch sat against the other. A floor lamp separated the couch from a light-brown, wooden chair. In front of the couch was a low, oak coffee table, and sitting on it was a warm cinnamon babka.

Mordecai sat on the couch, and Anna sat in the chair. “That smells so good!” Anna said.

“My m-m-mother baked it for you,” he said, cutting them each a piece. Anna thought most boys would be embarrassed to say that.

For an hour, Mordecai taught her Hebrew agricultural terms, and he was impressed by how quickly Anna learned. She liked that he didn’t let his stuttering stop him. “Repetition is important when studying a f-f-foreign language,” he said at the end. “If you come back tomorrow–”

“Tomorrow?”

“To reinforce what you learned today.”

Anna sighed. “Will the babka go stale if I’m not here tomorrow to help finish it?”

“Probably.”

They met again the next day, Mordecai on the couch and Anna again in the chair. Lots of complicated agricultural terms.

“They have a lot of big words for such a small place,” she said.

After an hour, Mordecai looked at his watch. “Time’s up; I need to go to work.” He walked her to the door. “You’ve learned a lot. But we should meet again to-m-m-morrow. For another session. Like I said, constant p-p-practice is very important, especially with so many tough words.”

Anna stuck her hands on her hips. “I was here two days in a row. You expect me to come back again tomorrow?”

“Remember, you’re a Zionist. All Jews, especially Zionists, should learn Hebrew. Come back tomorrow if you want to learn. I already know this stuff.”

“Well, I AM a Zionist.”

“Right.”

“There’s no other reason for me to come here.”

“Correct.”

She paused. “Alright. I want to learn, and to learn I need repetition… I’ll be here tomorrow. To learn Hebrew. That’s why I’m coming. To learn Hebrew. In case my family moves to Palestine.”

“Exactly.”

The next day, their Hebrew vocabulary expanded from farming to “Your eyes are so pretty.” They walked to a park after studying in the apartment, and Mordecai picked her some “perachim” or, as Anna learned, “flowers” in Hebrew. She came over again the following day, took his hand when they walked upstairs, sat next to him on the couch, and he kissed her. Then she kissed him much longer.

“That was just part of learning Hebrew,” Anna whispered.

Two days later, they went to the zoo. “You never know when you might need to say hippopotamus in Hebrew,” Anna said. She packed a picnic lunch, and they spent the afternoon strolling along the river, holding hands. The next night, they went to a picture show and sat in the back row “so we can practice more Hebrew.”

They saw each other or talked on the phone almost every day for the next three weeks.

 

***

 

“What’s it like to set a world record?” Estie asked Anna while they walked to a going away party for a friend moving to Warsaw.

“World record?”

“Yeah, your own personal one. You’ve been dating the same boy an entire month and have seen him, I think, between eight thousand and ten thousand times. I lost count. You were scheduled to break up with him three weeks ago and should have turned into a frog the third time he kissed you.”

“I know...”

“So – what’s it like?”

“It depends on who you ask. My heart would say it’s wonderful, the greatest thing ever. But if you ask my stomach, you’ll get moaning and groaning and stressing.”

“At least you’re the same Anna.”

Anna loved talking to Estie. Not only because she was smart, nice, fun and said what she thought. But also because Anna knew that no secret entering Estie’s ears exited her mouth.

“And your brain?” Estie asked. “That brilliant, wise mind of yours – the envy of me and everyone who knows you. What does it say?”

Anna sighed. “It’s working overtime, trying to keep my heart and stomach from killing each other.”

“I think a switch was installed in you backwards. You’re supposed to fret when you can’t catch a boy, not when you have one.”

Anna shrugged, and they walked into their friend’s house. The party was fun. Anna enjoyed talking to people, including a boy she had dated a few times but broke up with while she still had a crush on him. When she left the party, Anna was thinking about him, and about what Estie had said, and about Mordecai.

 

***

 

Anna and Mordecai didn’t see each other for several days because Anna was busy with exams, but her first free afternoon, Mordecai walked her from school to his family’s apartment. Holding hands, he introduced her to an old man, a neighbor, standing outside. “I’d like you to m-m-meet Anna,” he said, squeezing her hand very tight when he stuttered. She almost said something but kept quiet.

Upstairs, Anna laid her books on the coffee table, and they sat next to each other on the couch. She looked over a list of Hebrew terms, and Mordecai asked if he could read “her c-c-c-composition notebook.”

“Sure,” she said, noticing his clenched fist when he struggled to say “composition.”

Mordecai leaned back and leafed through the notebook, occasionally muttering, “Wow, you’re amazing!” Anna stopped studying and stared at him.

Turning the pages, he saw something Anna had written and dated two days earlier entitled “Ephraim.” Mordecai knew of a popular boy named Ephraim but couldn’t remember if he went to Anna’s school. Mordecai glanced at Anna, whose eyes were on him; he looked back down at the notebook and read silently. “Ephraim, I love you so much. I can’t explain all the reasons, but I’ll start with your beautiful smile. You bring a glow to every room you enter. You are so naturally happy and kind. Each day, I love you more. It’s hard to remember life without you…” She had drawn little hearts and flowers across the page.

Mordecai’s face burned with anger and pain, and he looked again at the date. Two days ago. He scowled at her, sitting next to him on the couch. She was staring with a concerned look on her face.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

“Yeah, but I need to ask you something f-f-f-first.” His voice cracked with emotion. “Who is Ephraim?”

“Ephraim? Why–”

Mordecai dropped the open notebook onto her lap.

“He’s my baby brother. Turning three. I write him each year on his birthday, and we’re saving the letters for when he’s older.”

“Your brother?”

“Uh huh.”

“I thought your brother’s name is Frammy.”

“Guess what Frammy is a nickname for.”

Mordecai slapped his face and sighed deeply. “I knew that. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Guess not. My turn. When we were outside, you squeezed my hand tight when you stuttered, and you clenched your fist–”

“Yeah, so.”

“It must be hard on you, to stutter.”

“Not really, it’s no b-b-b-big deal.”

“Like the night we met, and you were going to beat up that guy–”

Mordecai raised his voice. “What’s your p-p-point!”

“And the way you’re mad now, ten seconds after you said it’s no big deal.”

He glowered at her but didn’t say anything.

“I had thought you were amazing the way you just march forward and talk to people – you make it look simple. But now–”

“I’m no longer amazing?”

She threw her arm around his neck and whispered in his ear. “You’re even MORE amazing because the secret truth is that it isn’t easy at all. It’s hard, but you do it anyway.”

He removed her arm from his neck. “Can’t you see I don’t want to t-t-t-talk about this?”

Anna was silent.

“I know,” she finally said, “but I do. I need to hear what you’ve gone through because – because the last time I cared even half this much for a guy without bailing on him was never. I need to know what it was like for you growing up with a stutter. Please?”

He frowned.

“I know it’s hard, but… please.”

Mordecai looked down at his hands and muttered softly, “OK. It wasn’t easy, but I’m strong and I learned to fight.” He shrugged.

Anna smiled. “The End? No, I want the whole story.”

He sighed but told her how old he was when he first stuttered, and exactly what he was doing when a neighbor imitated him and made him cry. How he’d tried to hold his breath to make his stutter go away. That he’d prayed and promised to be a good boy. Did everything he could think of, but nothing worked.

“It got so bad, I was afraid to leave m-m-my house, I hated school. Always scared to open my mouth, and I didn’t have any f-f-friends because I was afraid–” his voice cracked, and he turned away.

Anna took his hand and held it with both of hers; he looked at her with tears in his eyes. “A boy imitated me, and I hit him, and I sat on him and hit him again and again until the teacher pulled me off. My parents punished me. ‘You must d-d-d-deal with this other ways,’ they said. ‘You need to learn that words can’t hurt you.’”

Mordecai stood and started pacing. “For the first t-t-t-time in my life, I ignored my parents. I fought and became good at it. As I got older, I started lifting weights, became strong and learned wrestling and boxing. And when people made fun of me, I used what I’d learned. After a while, I didn’t n-n-need to fight any more. But I was always ready.

“And I learned what it means to be a friend. Luckily, I have some very good friends – you know that. I’ll miss them when I move away.”

Anna clasped her hands between her knees. “If I were you, I’d have just hidden in a corner.”

“No. You can’t run from life.”

“I guess you don’t know me so well after all.”

“What does that m-m-mean?” He walked toward her.

“That I’m a coward. A chicken. Every time I start something I care about, I quit so I don’t mess it up. You say I’m a good writer? My teachers kept bugging me to write an essay for a national competition. Two years in a row, I started essays but didn’t finish. Either one. Too scared I’d lose. I could give you a ton more examples, starting with why I keep thinking about running away from you instead of to you.”

Mordecai furrowed his brow, and Anna rose from the couch, stood next to him and grasped his hand.

“You were the perfect guy for me. Because you’re leaving. So you could be happy, I could be happy–”

“I could be happy that you’re happy I’m leaving?”

“Just go with it. I thought I can’t ruin anything with you because it will end on its own when you go. Perfect. Don’t you see? You moving was my whisper. But it won’t work anymore.”

“What? I don’t–”

“Because I have some news. My family is moving to Palestine. Next June. Seven months after you get there. My parents told us last night, and I don’t know if I’m going to burst from happiness or stress.”

“Oh my God!” Mordecai hugged Anna and lifted her off the ground. “This is so fantastic!”

Anna smiled wide. “But I needed to hear what you’ve been through. If you could deal with that, I can handle my stuff. Maybe. I hope. And besides, it shows you’re not Mr. Perfect, and that you need me to teach you things, like not wanting to beat up people.”

“I don’t always–”

“Even sometimes is too often. You’ll see. And since I’m for sure moving to Palestine, there’s so much I need to learn from you. Like rhinoceros. How do you say rhinoceros in Hebrew? Or platypus? Who knows if someone from Australia might visit us – well, not us because we may not even see each other in Palestine. By the time I get there, you might have met some dark-haired beauty in short shorts who knows how to say rhinoceros in Hebrew – but I may meet the guy from Australia – and you could be the odd man out when you and I are both in Palestine. At the same time. To live there forever. Like we’ve dreamed. And until you teach me more fancy Hebrew words, I’ll be lying awake every night worrying that I don’t know how to say all these things. That’s a lot of pressure. So, we need to work hard the next few months to accomplish it all. I hope your work schedule allows for that.”

Anna gasped to catch her breath and continued. “If you–”

“Anna.”

“Yeah?”

“Karnaf.”

“Huh?”

“Rhinoceros in Hebrew is karnaf.”

“Oh, good. All my stress is gone.”



 

JULY 3, 1938

PETER WOJCIK

 

The boy in red shorts bolted across the field from inside his own half, passed the ball to a midfielder, received it back as he raced toward the goal, outran the defenders and calmly side-footed the ball past the diving goalie.

The boy’s teammates roared, and middle-aged Peter, the only spectator at the practice game, banged his massive palms on the metal chain link fence separating him from the field. “Great play!” Wow! That kid is fast, Peter thought. And smart. He saw the shot, took charge and made it happen.

Peter Wojcik enjoyed an afternoon break to watch football practices at Pilsudski Park. He would leave the weary tension of life on the streets, cross a busy avenue, and step into the lush park, quiet and tranquil on weekdays. Then he’d amble past a fountain and granite statues of Poland’s heroes and stroll down a long tree-lined path to the field. Tucked in pine-scented woods, the only sounds were of the young players kicking a ball, yelling and laughing.

The churches still fielded some very good teams, and watching these practices brought back happy memories. Of better times. When Peter was one of these kids. Young, agile, carefree. He reflexively massaged his bad left knee.

The red-shorts kid reminded Peter of himself – thirty years earlier, when he was thirteen or fourteen like these kids. Long before his marriage, wrecked legs, and an extra hundred pounds. Before he carried a gun, before he spent his waking hours with lowlifes and criminals.

Peter sighed, thinking back on the friends, the competition. He and his cousin had played on the same team and had dominated. “The Wojcik lightning bolts,” they’d called themselves. “We were damn good,” he muttered to himself. “I was damn good.” And he wasn’t the only one who said it. Lots of guys said Peter Wojcik had what it took. Even after his cousin moved to America, where they called football “soccer.”

Peter watched the boys run some drills and finish their practice. As they walked off the field and toward an open gate, Peter hurried past empty bleachers and called over the red-shorts kid.

The boy, short and wiry with dark hair, shrugged at his friends and jogged to Peter. “You’re quite a player,” Peter said. “I’ve been watching you a few weeks. Excellent ball handler, smart. And I like how you take charge and accelerate for the kill. How old are you?”

The boy ran a hand through his hair. “Twelve, sir.”

“Wow. What’s your name?”

“Reuven.”

Peter stifled a frown and eyed the kid’s curly hair and Jewish nose. “How long you been on the church team? You go to the church?”

“No, sir. But Coach told me and my friend we could play. A few months ago. He says it’s OK.”

Peter nodded. This boy will sure as hell get knees in the teeth when he plays other teams. “Kid, I used to play against Jewish teams. Some decent players there. But not everyone is open-minded as me. Take some advice from someone who knows. On the football field, your name is Roman, not Reuven, got it?”

“Um–” the boy glanced at his friends heading away. “Yeah, OK,” he shrugged.

“I’m telling you for your own good, boy.” Peter’s voice was deep and firm, but he flashed his handsome smile – this time sincere. “Roman, you’re a great player for your age. I’m going to keep an eye on you, and in five or six years, when you play for Poland in the Olympics, I’ll brag I knew you when you were a kid.” Peter extended his right arm, and they shook hands.

“Thank you, sir,” Reuven said before scampering off to catch his teammates.

Peter Wojcik was likable and good looking, tall and bulky with a round but not chubby face, bright blue eyes, and a friendly smile. And as Officer Peter Wojcik, he had used those attributes to great advantage during his twenty-year police career. The last twelve undercover. First, chasing down thieves, petty criminals, prostitutes, but as his reputation grew, he became THE GUY assigned to the impossible to solve murder cases. And he solved them. Not necessarily with the murderer, but always with someone Peter thought deserved punishment.

Some of his fellow undercover officers were good, but none had the intuition or came close to Peter’s network of stooges and finks. No undercover cop could do his job without multiple sets of eyes in addition to the two in his head. And Peter was the best, with his mixture of looks, friendly nature, cash – and willingness to deliver a healthy beating when useful – at recruiting eyes. Criminals sweated when Peter was on their trail.

Of course, law abiding members of society had no reason to fear Officer Peter Wojcik. Why should they?



 

JULY 6, 1938

SZYMON

 

To honor the “momentous occasion,” as Anna put it, of the almost second monthly anniversary of the night they’d met, Mordecai splurged by taking her to a picture show. “And if you’re really nice,” he said, “I’ll b-b-buy you ice cream afterwards.”

They watched a comedy called “Yidl with a Fiddle” about a Jewish father-daughter pair of traveling musicians; the daughter disguised herself as a boy for her safety, which led to all sorts of funny encounters. A big crowd, almost entirely Jewish, had gathered for the early evening show, and Anna and Mordecai were still laughing when it ended and the lights came on.

Holding hands, they walked toward the main theatre entrance. “Ice cream, anyone?” Mordecai whispered. The front door flew open, and a middle-aged woman, eyes wide with fear, ran past them frantically screaming. “I need towels! Wet towels, please! Outside – my husband!”

Mordecai dropped Anna’s hand and they ran into the night. Lying face up on the sidewalk was a bearded Jewish-looking man, about forty, wincing and holding his head. Blood dripping down the side of his face. Leaning over him was a shirtless, blondish Pole, about eighteen, pressing his crumpled, white shirt above the man’s eye to stanch the bleeding. The shirtless guy was also bleeding, but less so, from his mouth. A noisy throng, mostly Jewish people, were watching from a few yards away.

Mordecai and Anna rushed to the two guys. “What happened!”

“Antisemites,” groaned the man on the ground, with his eyes squeezed shut. “Started yelling things and threw rocks – big rocks – at us. One got me. This boy,” squinting and pointing up at the young guy, “helped fight them off.”

The shirtless guy nodded. “This fellow took a good-sized rock square in the head. And they threw it hard. Probably should go to a hospital.” Anna ran inside to ask them to call an ambulance, and the man’s wife rushed outside with two wet towels. She knelt and lightly pressed one against her husband’s head. The young Pole stood and put on his now red-splotched shirt. He was very tall, a head taller than Mordecai.

“What’s your n-n-name – what happened to you?”

“I’m Szymon. I was on my way home – I live near here. Jewish people standing in line waiting for the show. Out of nowhere, three hoodlums started screaming, ‘Go back to Palestine!’ and other antisemitic things I won’t repeat in front of a lady.” He glanced at Anna, who had returned from inside.

“This guy,” pointing at the man on the ground, “yelled back. The thugs ran at him, and from a few feet away – right on top of him – one heaved a big rock straight into the side of the guy’s head, knocking him down. I ran over and grabbed the scummy looking boy who threw it – about sixteen or seventeen. Bigger than you but smaller than me. And then one of the others, almost my size, clocked me in the mouth, knocking me down.”

Szymon wiped at blood dripping down his chin and frowned. “They ran away, and I called them cowards and every curse word I could think of to get them to come back.” He paused and slyly grinned. “Lucky for me, they didn’t. Then you came out.”

Szymon seemed more mad than hurt; Mordecai could relate. “I wish I’d b-b-been here earlier so I could have helped you,” Mordecai said.

“Oh, great,” Anna said. “That’s what we need – three good people bleeding instead of two.”

“This is ridiculous,” a woman in the crowd blurted. “I thought hoodlums had finally stopped attacking Jews in Krasau!”

Mordecai shook Szymon’s hand. “You’re a good guy. Thanks.” Mordecai waved for Anna to go.

“I hope he’ll be alright,” Anna said as they left. “I just don’t understand why some people hate like that.”

“Yeah… Can’t do much about it, but we can feel better by eating ice cream. Chocolate–”

“I don’t really feel like it anymore. Not after–”

“Anna, let’s get ice cream. We have something extra to celebrate. In four months for me and eleven for you, no more Jew hatred ever again.”



 

JULY 7, 1938

IRINA

 

Mid-morning, Mordecai and Anna were sitting in Anna’s house, a place Mordecai had set foot in twice for a total of three minutes. The night before, after ice cream, Anna had said, “Mama kvetches to me: ‘We barely know this boy; he never visits. Is he afraid we’ll bite him?’”

“What would I say to your mother?” Mordecai had asked.

“Isn’t talking to her better than lugging around heavy, smelly beef carcasses at your job?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No,” Anna had said, and now here they were watching Anna’s three-year-old brother, Frammy, pull himself up on the couch in the living room of Anna’s family’s home, climb onto the back behind the cushions, and teeter along the top edge. He balanced himself with a hand on the wall until he reached the tall cabinet that the couch butted against. Wrapping his little fingers around a decorative wood trim, he hoisted himself up halfway and then shimmied onto the cabinet top and stood. He reached overhead, almost touching the ceiling, yelled, “One, two, free, go!” and jumped through the air and into Mama’s arms. She pretended to drop him onto the hard floor; he giggled, and she kissed his cheeks and tickled his tummy.

“Frammy was born laughing and hasn’t stopped yet,” Anna said. “Don’t you love his dark-brown curls? He got them from my Papa.”

“Um, yeah,” Mordecai said.

“Frammy was named after Mama’s father, Ephraim, who I never met,” Anna said.

“Oh,” Mordecai said. “Um…” He looked at Anna’s mother, who was sitting on the floor holding Frammy on her lap and waiting for Mordecai to say something.

“Mama,” Anna said. “Tell Mordecai about your father. He’d–”

“He doesn’t want to hear–”

“Yes, I do,” Mordecai said. Anything to fill the silence would be good.

“Well, OK,” Mama said. “My father was a wonderful man. He lived his entire life in a little town in what is now eastern Poland but had been part of the Russian Empire. My parents were Hasids; my mother still is.”

“Do you know the history of the Hasids, how they originated?” Anna asked.

“T-T-Tell me,” Mordecai said.

“Eastern Europe is so full of Hasids that everyone thinks they’ve been here since Moses,” Anna said. “But it’s only been two hundred years. The Hasidic movement brought joy, song and laughter into Jews’ lives. Remember, most Jews were very poor, worse than now. The Hasids said that God didn’t want dull, mechanical prayer, and his Jews had enough Torah scholars. God wanted cheerful, sincere prayer and lots of singing. Ya da da da and na na na na did just fine.”

“It fit my father perfectly,” Mama said, her eyes brightening. “At home and synagogue, he sang and danced. Dressed in his black hat and long dark coat, his bearded face was always smiling.”

Mordecai smiled at how upbeat Anna’s mother had become, and for the first time, he noticed that Anna looked like her mother. Same eyes, light hair, thin faces. But her mother wore a drab, gray dress very unlike Anna’s crisp white skirt, colorful blouse and white scarf.

“Unfortunately,” Mama said, “eastern Europe saw much bloodshed after the World War – am I boring you?”

“Not at all.” Mordecai meant it.

“Russian communists fought anti-communists, Poles against Russians, Ukrainians against Poles. In March 1919, when I was seventeen and my father was forty, Polish soldiers marched into our town. The Poles had heard Jews there were communists, and they were fighting communists.

“About fifty of the two thousand Jews in our town were communists. The other 1,950 were Hasids like us, or Zionists, or just people wanting to be left alone. But to the Polish soldiers, if some Jews there were godless communists, they all were – what else could the Poles expect of people they believed killed Christ? So, the Polish soldiers did their own killing.”

Mama’s voice cracked, and she looked down. “Papa and I were in the town square during market day. I watched them murder him.”

“I’m s-s-so sorry!” Mordecai said.

“Thank you, and I’m sorry too – I didn’t mean to get upset… But three years ago, God brought me Frammy. He couldn’t be more like his grandfather. Enjoying life and bringing happiness to everyone. Unlike my papa, Frammy will live a full, long life! We try not to spoil him, but how could he not get special treatment? Especially with Anna all grown up. It’s hard to believe Anna was born almost seventeen years ago – she was such an easy child that I once believed I was a great parent.”

Mama shook her head. “But then came Irina.”

“Where is Irina?” Anna asked.

“In the bedroom, doing who knows what.”

“Mama and Irina sometimes fight,” Anna said.

“Sometimes? Irina has battled me for eleven years, since the moment she was born. She pished on me the first time I held her and has been pishing on me ever since.”

“Mama,” Anna said. “Irina also has a big heart and would risk her neck to save not only a cute kitten but also an ugly frog. And Irina is great with Frammy. I wish I could be more like her: independent and feisty.”

“Please!”

Irina erupted from the bedroom she shared with Anna. Light haired, she looked to Mordecai like a younger version of Anna, but with a scowl instead of a smile. “I’m not deaf, you know!”

“From the way you ignore what I say, I thought you were,” Mama said.

Irina headed to the door.

“Where you going?” Mama demanded.

“I’m meeting Roza.”

Mama frowned. “Why not visit with one of your nice friends?”

Irina stopped, turned and crossed her arms. “Roza IS one of my nice friends.”

Mama shook her head. “Oh, really?”

“Yeah, REALLY.” Irina considered leaving, but she was sick of Mama criticizing everything she did. Now, her friends weren’t good enough! “Hey, what’s wrong with Roza?”

Mama held her chin in feigned concentration. “I’ll think hard to answer… Where should I start? She’s wild. She’s rude. She’s disrespectful. She doesn’t say hello or goodbye, she wears heavy lipstick and makeup at twelve years old as if she belongs under a lamppost–”

Irina pivoted and headed for the door.

“Where are you and Roza going?”

“We’re – we’re going to stand under a lamppost.”

Irina slammed the door.

 

***

 

On the other side of Krasau, a young, brown-haired woman sat alone in an outdoor café on Kopernika Street, one block from the heart of the commercial district. Across Kopernika was the grandiose Saint Michael’s Church, bordered by Mickiewicz Avenue on the left and an alley on the right. Saint Michaels was famous for its two magnificent bells that rang death knells to welcome parishioners, deserving or not, into heaven.

The young woman, perhaps early twenties, had an oval face, long nose and full lips. Wearing an expensive, fashionable violet dress with a low-cut V-neck, she dined leisurely with a cigarette in one hand and a drink in the other, striking a picture of carefree wealth. A café regular, the waiters knew how to avoid the woman’s ire: seat her at a table facing the church and move fast when her fingers snapped.

As usual, the café was crowded and noisy with the clanking of dishes and diners’ conversations. Full of customers taking a break from frittering away their money at one of the upscale galleries, stores and boutiques that lined this side of the street.

The young woman had been sitting for an hour when her eyes began to follow a man across the street, wearing a casual blue shirt, walking from her right toward the church. When he reached the alley that abutted it, the man stopped and stood with his hands in his pockets. The woman saw that he was thin and average height but couldn’t see his face because his gray fedora hat was pulled down.

After a short time, two young guys approached the blue-shirted man, and they briefly talked. The woman wasn’t sure, but she thought one of the guys handed the man something as they ducked into the alley. Soon, all three reappeared; two left and the man in blue remained.

Her eyes glued on the man in blue, the young woman puffed on her cigarette and dropped ashes into the ashtray and onto her round iron table. Soon, another guy approached the man, they briefly spoke, walked a few steps into the alley and handed each other something. This time she was sure. And she got a good look at the man in blue. About thirty years old, long face, light-brown mustache but no beard.

The woman retrieved a pen and paper from her purse, wrote a note and neatly folded it several times. She finished her cigarette, snapped her fingers for another drink and pushed the folded paper, scented by her perfumed hands and cigarette smoke, to the other side of the round table. She returned to watching strollers go by, occasionally glancing at the blue-shirted guy and sipping her drink.

She looked at her watch. Sitting for almost two hours in the afternoon sun, it was now 3:00. She lit another cigarette, looked to her right down the crowded sidewalk, and saw a well-dressed man in his forties, tall and heavy set, walking her direction. When he reached the café, he breezed by the young woman’s table without a nod, casually picked up the folded paper and kept going. The young woman blew smoke into the air, opened a newspaper and began to read.

“Regina, we’re here!”

The young woman looked up at two young girls and smiled. “Thanks, Roza,” she said. “I wouldn’t have guessed that.”

“OK, whatever,” Roza said. “But this is my friend, Irina Allowitz. Irina, this is my oldest sister, Regina.”

“Hi,” smiled Irina.

“Sit down. I’ve been saving these chairs for you.”

“I told you my sister’s rich,” Roza bragged. “Do you know ANYONE who can afford a café in this neighborhood?”

Irina shrugged.

“Are you just sitting and watching other rich people walk by?” Roza asked her sister.

Regina grunted. “Is anyone else worth looking at?”

Officer Peter Wojcik, undercover cop, had read the folded paper he scooped from Regina’s table, walked two blocks past Mickiewicz Avenue, turned right, and circled back to the opposite end of the alley bordering the church. He was heading up the alley, which smelled of urine, toward his target. The blue-shirted man’s back was to him, hands stuffed in his pockets, facing Kopernika Street.

Officer Wojcik was sick of drug dealers selling in nice parts of Krasau.

The man didn’t hear him approach until he heard Wojcik’s deep voice from behind his back. “Hey – can we do business?”

The drug dealer turned and narrowed his eyes at the big man wearing a coat and tie. “I don’t know you, and I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Officer Wojcik took a step back, smiled wide and raised his open palms. “Didn’t mean to spook you. But I hear this is the place to get the best stuff. I’ve brought a lot of cash. You sure you can’t help?”

The dealer sized him up quickly; even the guy’s
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