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1.

Przemyśl, Poland November 1942

SOMEONE IS OUT THERE. IN THE DARK.

I open my eyes.

And the dark is the same as always. A blank page. I can smell the cabbage Emilika boiled two floors below us. Feel the sigh beside me that is my sister’s sleeping breath. But the dark has also changed. There’s an echo inside it. A sound my ears have missed.

Someone is here.

Now I am awake.

I fold back the blanket, quiet, listening, stretching my legs to the floor. A mattress spring pops like a gunshot. My sister breathes, but she doesn’t stir.

If someone is here, they are not in this room.

I tiptoe, barefoot, across the boards, and put a finger to the edge of the rug I’ve nailed over the window. The streetlights glare, hard bits of snow glinting like dust as they fall through the light. But the sidewalk below my building is deserted, the windows across the street rows of dead eyes, dark with curtains and dresses and rugs. Like mine are.

In Przemyśl, light is like a candy poster. And it’s not smart to hang signs showing where the sweets are.

I let the rug fall back into place and go to the door, pressing an ear to the wood before I turn the lock. The empty hall outside our room stretches to the other empty rooms of the empty apartment. As it should. Everything is as it should be.

And then a noise shoots through the silence. Louder than a gun. A grenade of fear inside my chest. And I know the sound I have missed.

Someone is knocking on my front door.

They know. They know. They know.

The words beat with my blood.

Another mattress spring pops, and I feel Helena coming up behind me. She doesn’t speak. She is six years old and doesn’t have to be told that this is not the time for questions.

The knocking comes again, louder, this time with a whisper through the cracks.

“Stefania?”

It’s a trick. The Gestapo want me to open the door without a fuss. So they don’t have to break it down. So they can give a nice, unblemished apartment to some nice German officer and his law-abiding wife with clean hair and mended stockings.

Maybe this means they will shoot us outside, like Mr. Schwarzer.

The whisper comes again.

“Open the door! Fusia!”

The Gestapo do not know me by that name.

I run for the door, hands out, fingers already searching for the newly repaired lock. I know it isn’t him. It can’t be him. But I fumble and twist at the lock anyway, then fling open the door. Helena gasps. Or maybe the gasp comes from me. Because the bare bulb hanging in the hallway has shown me that it’s not him. It’s not who I thought it would be at all.

“Max!” I whisper.
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2.
 
1936

MY LIFE BEFORE PRZEMYŚL WAS FULL OF CHICKENS. AND HORSES. CLEAN air and trees and long brown fields that curved with the hills like patches on a wrinkled blanket. I ran the winding roads to school in the spring and fall, ate rye soup and bread in our steamy kitchen when the snow was too deep. And every Sunday, snow or not, I rode to Mass in the village of Bircza, piled in the back of a hay wagon with brothers and sisters who eventually reached a total of eight. It was a perfect childhood.

And I hated it. The pigsty stank, and so did the outhouse, the refuse pit, and the field workers plowing in the sun. I hated the piles of manure purposely hidden in the grass to spoil my shoes. The redness of my mother’s hands after scrubbing the laundry or delivering another woman’s baby. And I hated the irritating and incessant cluck, cluck, cluck of our chickens. They never stopped. I was sure they never slept. Except for the rooster, who was insane, crowing again and again to the rising moon rather than the sun.

I didn’t mind plucking the chickens.

I made my first bid for escape when I was eleven. Mama took me on the mail cart to see two of my grown-up sisters, who had taken jobs in the city. A treat, she’d said, for my birthday, which was the holy week of Easter. We all had our birthdays on Easter, all nine of us, or at least, that’s when we celebrated them. Mama didn’t have time to remember our real birthdays. Or our real names. I was never Stefania. I was Stefi. Or Stefusia. Or Stefushka. But mostly, just Fusia.

If I had nine children, I wouldn’t remember their names, either.

Mama paid the driver of the mail cart, then took my hand in hers. Her skin was rough and scratchy. Mama took good care of me, mostly, and so did my tata, when he was alive. They took good care of all of us, but I didn’t want to hold her hand.

Sometimes I miss her hands now.

I pulled and squirmed the rest of the way into Przemyśl, and then I forgot all about the embarrassment of hand-holding. Wagons rumbling by on the paving stones, automobile horns bleating like sheep. A train screaming steam into the sky. And the clamor of the farmwives shouting the prices of their goods in the square was so much nicer than chickens. It was music. A brass band. A symphony.

We went shopping in open-air booths and stores with glass-fronted windows. A dress for Mama, shoes for me, and a bonnet for baby Helena. I fingered red silk ribbons and the shiny silver wrapper of a chocolate bar. My sisters gave us an elegant lunch—meaning our meat came from a tin instead of the slaughter shed—on a clean tablecloth in the apartment they shared three stories above the street. Mama was gasping before we got there, but I wanted to run down the stairs just to climb back up them again.

Mama and my sisters sipped tea while I pressed my nose to the window glass, drinking in the comings and goings of the street, and when it was time to go I cried. Begged. Stamped. Threatened and pleaded to be left behind. I would sleep on the floor. I would sleep below the stairs. My sisters wouldn’t mind. I would be no trouble. Only I was being nothing but trouble. I was dragged to the mail cart by Mama’s rough hands.

It was eighteen months before she let me go back. And this time when I stepped into the noise of Przemyśl, I was nearly thirteen. Older. Wiser. I had outgrown the bust of my dress. And I knew how to play Mama’s game. I had a whispered conversation with my sisters, bolstered by the letter I’d sent the month before. I wiped the corners of my mouth after lunch, crossed my legs, drank the tea, and listened while Mama talked. And when it was almost time to catch our cart, I told her I wouldn’t be catching it.

Mama begged. She pleaded. She even cried a little. She did not stamp her foot. I told her that Marysia had a job for me. “It’s true, Mama,” said Marysia. “Mrs. Diamant has been looking for a girl. Just a few blocks away.” That Angia had made up a cot behind the sofa. “Two blankets, Mama. And Mass every week,” Angia said. I explained how I would give part of my wages to my sisters so they could feed me. How I would send even more back home to the farm so Mama could pay another farmhand. Or buy more chickens. “Wouldn’t that be such a help, Mama?” Marysia smiled.

“But, Fusia, what about your education?” dithered my mother.

I smoothed my dress. “Przemyśl will be my education, Mama.”

She got on the mail cart without me.

I skipped to my first day of work at the Diamants’ shop, putting the pigeons to flight, peeking in little alleys that tunneled between the buildings, staring in the window of a photography studio, and playing with a wandering cat. The cathedral bells rang across a sky that was a deep, perfect blue.

When I pushed open the door to the shop, a much smaller bell tinkled, and a woman looked up from her perch behind a counter. The air smelled like fresh bread, apples, parcel paper, and string, and I saw rows and rows of wrapped chocolates living behind glass. The woman looked me up and down while I bounced on my toes. Her bottom hung over both sides of her chair.

“So,” she said. “Look at what the sunshine has brought to me. You are the Podgórska girl. What is your name, my ketzele?”

“Stefania.” I thrilled at the sound of my real name.

“And I am Mrs. Diamant. Do you read, Stefania?”

“Yes, Mrs. Diamant.”

“Do you write?”

I nodded. The farm wasn’t that far away from the rest of the world.

“Good. Very good. Then you will please make a count of the items on my shelves.”

I stowed my coat and my lunch of bread and cheese in a corner behind the counter, and Mrs. Diamant handed me paper clipped to a board, a little stub of a pencil tied to one end. My shoes made a sharp clip, clip across the creaking floor, which sounded important and made me smile. I wrote the inventory in big, clear strokes. Mrs. Diamant worked rows of numbers in her book, observing, and when I scooted over a bottle of soda water, there were two brown eyes staring at me from the other side of the shelves.

“Do you always sing while you count?” a voice said. A boy’s voice. A deep one.

I clutched my clipboard to my chest and flushed. I had been singing. To myself. Like a little girl.

I was a little girl. I just didn’t know it yet.

The eyes crinkled between the water bottles, and then they were gone. And then they were above the shelves, peering over the top. A tall boy, still thin from growing, two dark brows reaching for a mess of black and curling hair. He grinned.

“Don’t stop now,” he said. “You’re my morning entertainment. What’s your name?”

“Stefania.”

He cocked his head. “Nobody calls you that, do they?”

They didn’t.

“So what do they call you? Stefi?”

“Stefushka.”

He waited.

“And Stefusia,” I added. “And Fusia. But I’d rather be called—”

“Stefi, Stefushka, Stefusia, Fusia.” The boy shook his head. “Too late. It’s Fusia. Sing me another song, Fusia. Mame might start selling tickets …”

“Izio!” shouted Mrs. Diamant from her chair. “Leave the child alone, bubbala. It is her first day. Nemen deyn tukis tsu shule.”

“Mame …”

“Go to school!”

He shrugged and ran off, joining two more boys waiting for him at the shop door. One was taller and one was shorter, but they had the same dark hair. And all three were older than me.

Brothers, I thought. I knew brothers. With brothers, it was best to give as good as you got.

I turned back to my work, made a check mark on my paper, and at full voice, began singing a tango that my mama switched off every time it came on the radio. Which of course meant I listened to it every time I could.


Your words send me into the storm clouds,

Your laughter is a cold and wet spell …



I felt the room go tense with anticipation.


I don’t want your windy words. I don’t want your dripping laughter.

I just want you to go to …



Only I didn’t say the next word of the lyrics. I inserted the word “school” instead. Laughter burst out from behind my back, and I held in my smile while arms jostled one another and feet ran out the door, setting the shop bell tinkling. When I snuck a look at Mrs. Diamant, she was shaking her head, but her eyes were crinkly, just like her son’s.

And that became our ritual. Every morning, Izydor Diamant, more often known as Izio, would stick his head in the shop and say, “Sing to me, Fusia!” and I would make up a rude song that told him to go away. Within a week, everyone on Mickiewicza Street called me Fusia.

I learned the other brothers’ names. Henek, the youngest, who had no time for me, and Max, the next step up from Izio, who had already started an apprenticeship and smiled more often than he talked. There was another brother, Chaim, a physician studying in a town in Italy I’d never heard of; a sister not far away in Lwów; and Mr. Diamant, who stayed at home, recuperating from something that had to do with his blood. I learned that I would not work on Saturdays because the Diamants were Jewish and that Mrs. Diamant made excellent babka.

I swept the floors and wrapped parcels and dusted the shelves, and Mrs. Diamant said I was a quick learner. Before long, she was sending me on errands to the market square, where the real business was done, and it was there that I saw my first fight. Two boys pummeling each other into the late summer dirt of the street gutter.

This was not like the match-flare temper of my brothers or the boys at my school in Bircza. This was something ugly.

A policeman squashed his cigarette on the sidewalk, watching, and then a man with dirty pants and a smear of grease on his cheek broke through the circle of observers and pulled the two boys apart by their shirt collars, both of them still hissing and spitting like cats. He shook the one in his right hand until I thought I heard teeth rattle.

“What is wrong with you, Oskar?” the man said. “Why are you fighting in the street like a criminal?”

“He hit me!” Oskar managed.

“Oh, ho, he hit you, did he? He hit you for nothing?” The man looked to the other boy, and so did the crowd.

The boy picked up his hat and wiped the blood from his nose. “He called me a dirty Jew.”

The man shook his head, then shook Oskar again. “What is the matter with you? Look at this boy …” If Oskar could look, it was with his eyes crossed. “He has arms and legs and blood in his veins. What do you care if his family follows Moses? Now, shake this boy’s hand. Do it! Before I tell your mama.”

The boys shook hands, though they didn’t look as if they wanted to, and when they parted ways and the crowd began to melt, I heard a woman behind me mutter, “Dirty Jew.”

I got a good bargain on plums for Mrs. Diamant. And when I ran back to the shop, I slipped through the door to the toilet and stood there, looking in the mirror. I touched my face, the skin of my arm, and my brown hair. People hated that boy because he was a Jew. Could the Diamants hate me because I was a Catholic?

That afternoon, I coaxed Mrs. Diamant down from her chair and into the exercises I’d seen the students doing outside the gymnasium. Some of the pretty wrapped chocolates went toppling from the shelves to the floor, and Mrs. Diamant laughed and laughed, mopping between the folds of her neck.

“Sometimes, my ketzele”—I had discovered this meant “little kitten”—“the sunshine you bring is hot!” Then she handed me a chocolate, her soft face dimpling as she unwrapped another for herself.

And suddenly I knew that Mrs. Diamant had been lonely before I came to the shop, and that she wasn’t lonely anymore. That I had been lonely on the farm, surrounded by brothers and sisters with lives of their own, a mother with too many cares, and a pen full of chickens. And I wasn’t lonely anymore, either.

That Sunday, at Mass with Angia, I thanked God for the Diamants. Moses was in my Bible, too, after all, and I felt certain that God had liked him.

My education had begun.

Izio taught me rude songs in Yiddish, and I decided not to bring tinned-ham sandwiches to the shop, even though Mrs. Diamant said she didn’t mind. When the winter blew in and the dark came early, I ate my suppers around the corner in the Diamants’ apartment, full of mostly grown boys talking medicine and Mr. Diamant asking questions like, “Which is better? A good war or a bad peace?” And we would listen to their arguments while Mr. Diamant sat back and smoked cigarette after cigarette. Izio would walk me home on those nights, in deep, cold snow lit golden by the streetlights.

Mrs. Diamant did her exercises with me every morning. She had to take in her dresses. I had to let mine out. I learned how to smile at a boy so he would buy two chocolates instead of one, and to smile even prettier when he put the second chocolate into my hand. Then, as soon as the shop bell tinkled, I would slip the chocolate back into the display, the coins into the register, and this made Mrs. Diamant chuckle. I pinned my hair into curls and borrowed my sister’s lip rouge, humming while the radio blared the news that Germany had invaded Czechoslovakia. And when Angia went to Kraków and Marysia wanted to take an apartment on the far side of the city, Mrs. Diamant just clicked her tongue, crinkled her eyes, and said, “So you will live with us, my ketzele.”

The Diamants did not have an extra room in their apartment. So they made me one, at the end of the hallway, with a cot and table with a lamp on it, a mirror hung above that, and a maroon curtain strung from wall to wall for privacy. I propped my picture of Christ and the Virgin on one wall and hung my rosary on the bedpost, and Mrs. Diamant kept a secret stash of blintzes under my bed, because Mr. Diamant didn’t eat during Yom Kippur. It was a soft red lair in the lamplight.

But there was no window in my lair. And so when the nights were hot, I crept out to the living room, where the window stayed open, letting out the stale smoke. I sat on the sill with the lights switched off, bare feet wedged against the frame, listening to the trains coming and going at the station, a sleepy apartment on one side, a long, dark drop into the city on the other.

I didn’t know, then, that fear comes with the dark.

Izio would come to me at the windowsill, sprawling in a chair or hands behind his head on the rug. He whispered about his new university classes, the parts of the world he most wanted to see (Palestine and Turkey), the parts of the world I most wanted to see (America). And he wanted to know my opinion on things, like if I thought Hitler would invade Poland. But wars were not the first, second, or even third thoughts in my mind on those nights. Izio had turned eighteen. He’d filled in. Grown up. And his eyelashes curled like soot smudged against his lids.

Max came to the windowsill, too, sometimes, that very last summer. He was smaller and quieter than his brother, but when he did talk, he made you think long, serious thoughts about your life. Or told jokes so terrible it made your ribs hurt. Izio wrapped his arms around his middle, trying to hold in the laughter so he wouldn’t wake his mother.

I loved it when Max made Izio laugh.

But after a while, Max didn’t come to the window anymore. It was just Izio and me while the rest of the world slept.

I think Max knew before I did.

Summer cooled to the final autumn, and when the leaves blew yellow past the windowsill and the air smelled like coal smoke, Izio reached out and held my hand in the dark. We promised not to tell a soul. And two weeks after that, the first German bombs fell on Przemyśl.
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3.

September 1939

I THOUGHT THE PLANES WERE RUSSIAN AT FIRST, FLYING SO LOW THAT Marysia’s dishes rattled. It was the first day of school, and the sidewalks were full of children with books and satchels, on their way home from a half day. I was leaning out the window of my sister’s new apartment, on the far side of the river San, waiting for her to come and have lunch with me. I shielded my eyes from the sun. The planes were leaving long black streaks across the sky. And then the hotel on the corner exploded in a cloud of mortar dust and fire.

I screamed. Everyone screamed. The children in the streets ran, and the apartment building shook. I slammed the window shut against the noise and heard more explosions in the distance, a billow of smoke rising up over the city. Something whistled and boomed, and the building quaked, knocking me to my knees. Marysia’s picture of the Virgin fell off the wall. I crawled across the floor of the apartment, and when I threw open the door, the smoke was so thick I had to shut it again. The stairs were on fire. And I was on the third floor.

For the first time in years, I wanted my mother.

And then I thought of our farmhouse, and the long banister to one side of the stairs. Of Olga and Angia squealing as they slid down it, racing each other’s time to the bottom with Tata’s old pocket watch. I snatched a wool blanket from Marysia’s bed, wrapped it around me so that it doubled across my front, took a deep breath, and ran straight into the heat of the burning stairs.

I slid down the flaming banister, holding tight with my blanketed elbows and legs, the wool clenched together with my teeth. Third floor to second floor, second floor to first, heat scorching my eyes and my throat, then the first floor to the cool damp of the basement, where I coughed and choked and stomped out the blanket edges that had caught on fire.

A group of people sat huddled in the dim corner. They seemed surprised to see me. I peered at them with streaming eyes.

“Don’t you know the building is on fire?” I yelled.

We scattered like rats into the debris-filled street, and I could barely recognize where I was. The air was full of dust, smoke, and panic. People were crying out. For help. From pain. Not just one but dozens of them, from all directions. The building across the street from Marysia’s had been sheared down the middle like someone had cut a cake, a bed hanging from one layer, perfectly balanced, and at the very top, a man dangling from a beam, his legs kicking this way and that. A plane rumbled past him, whining overhead, explosions and an ambulance bell ringing in the distance.

And then a hand moved inside the rubble at my feet.

I dug the man out, a gray and bloody ghost beneath fallen bricks. Before I could even ask his name, he staggered away, murmuring something about his wife and the Germans. I ran home. Not to the farm, but to the next best thing, sprinting over the bridge across the river, thinking halfway what a good target a bridge would be for a bomb. I darted through the tunnel alley that ran between the buildings at Mickiewicza 7, into the courtyard, and as soon as my feet crossed the threshold of the Diamants’ apartment building, Izio was there, half pulling, half carrying me to the cellar.

Max was already belowground. Mr. and Mrs. Diamant, Henek, as well as Chaim, who was only a month back from Italy, sat beside him in the dirt along with every neighbor we’d ever known. Mrs. Diamant opened her arms, and I went to them, Izio settling in on my other side.

“You’re burned,” he said, pointing at my wrist. I hadn’t noticed. He held my blistered hand in the shadows, where his mother couldn’t see.

Tanks shook the streets above our heads, but I felt safe anyway.

Someone had brought a battery-powered radio, and we listened to President Mościcki tell the young men of Poland to rally in Lwów. To never become soldiers of Germany. To go to Russia if they had to. The Diamant men had a whispered conversation. It might have been a conversation they’d had before. Within fifteen minutes, the four boys had kissed their mother and were on the road to Lwów with the clothes on their backs and a little bread in their pockets.

My burned hand still felt warm from Izio’s.

Mrs. Diamant put her head in her hands and cried, and I hugged her and stroked her hair. She was mine now. My old lady. My babcia.

Mr. Diamant shook his head. “Di velt iz sheyn nor di mentshn makhn zi mies,” he said. “The world is beautiful, but people make it ugly.”

It was a long time before I realized that the Diamant brothers had not run because President Mościcki told them to. They’d run because they were Jews.

We sat in the cellar for a week, listening to the Russians arrive and to the babies cry and to gunfire that went from the rooftops to the streets. Once a day someone risked their life to run upstairs for food and water and kerosene for the lamp. And when the guns fell silent and the tanks went quiet and we dared to come creeping out of our hole, Przemyśl was a divided city. My sister’s side of the San was German. Our side was Russian.

Hitler’s war had crawled right to our riverbank.

And stopped.

So we buried the dead, shoveled the rubble, replaced the glass, and I scrubbed the dust from the shop. There were holes in the streets now, places where buildings had been, empty like pulled teeth. Russian soldiers patrolled the main roads and the train station, and the Jews of German-held West Przemyśl were expelled across the river. The bridge had been bombed after all, so we watched them come in line after line over the railroad bridge, the smoke of the burning synagogue still rising black behind them.

The Jewish neighborhoods became crowded, and the room that had once belonged to Chaim and Max was assigned by the housing department to Regina and Rosa, two German Jewish women who had already fled Hitler once and were not made sweeter by their second experience. They looked at their new room—a little apartment in itself with a small sink and stove—shut the door, and didn’t speak to us. And since our part of Przemyśl was practically in Russia anyway, the Diamant brothers came back from Lwów.

“Have you seen your sister?” asked Mrs. Diamant. “How is my Ernestyna?”

“No one has seen her, Mame,” said Chaim. “Not since the bombs.”

I watched my babcia’s round face carefully, but it only fell for a moment. “She has gone somewhere safe then,” said Mrs. Diamant. “To my cousins, or your tate’s sister in Vienna. We will get a letter when the mail begins to come again.” And she went back to stirring a huge pot of soup. Max caught my eye and shook his head. Their sister could not be in Vienna.

I’d heard rumors in the street. Whispers that while we were in the cellar a hundred Jews, old men and little boys, had been run all over Przemyśl, right up Mickiewicza Street, German soldiers beating them if they fell. And when no one could run anymore, they’d been taken to the cemetery and shot.

But I didn’t listen to rumors. I didn’t believe them. No one would do that. And the bombs had left plenty of fresh graves in the cemetery.

I didn’t want to believe, and that made the lying easy.

I worked with Mrs. Diamant in the shop. Mr. Diamant’s health improved, and he baked bread two days a week in a cafeteria. Chaim got a job in the city hospital, and during the week, Max traveled four kilometers south to be a dental assistant in the village of Nizankowice. Henek and Izio went back to school.

Izio was the same as he’d always been. Only he was different, too. He came by the shop in the mornings. I sang him questionable songs. He taught me insults in German as well as Yiddish, in case Hitler’s armies crossed the river, and at night we danced in front of the open window to the orchestra playing in the restaurant across the street. He told me most things. But not everything. He started smoking. I asked Max once what they had seen on the road to Lwów, and he only said, “Blood.” I didn’t ask any more after that.

I got a letter from my mother when the mail started running again. She was safe at the farm with my younger brother and sister, while my older siblings were scattered over Poland. Mrs. Diamant did not get a letter, though she looked every day. I bought a pair of heels, went to the cinema, and sat with Izio at night, breathing his smoke while German lights twinkled on the other side of the river.

The spring I turned sixteen, Mrs. Diamant began sending me to the monthly shop owners’ meetings. The walk across town was tiring for her, the Russian requirements silly, and I only had to sit near the back, reply “here” when Leah Diamant’s name was called, and report anything I heard that might be important. The third time I went to the meeting, I was late. It’s possible that I had been stopped in the market by a box of cheap stockings. I was trying not to let the door bang shut behind me when I heard the man on the stage say, “Leah Diamant?”

“Here!” I called, and an auditorium of middle-aged men and one or two women turned as one in their seats. A little titter of conversation began. What a young girl to be running her own business. So ambitious! This Miss Diamant is just what our city needs. Someone clapped, others joined, and the whole room echoed. I sat in the first empty seat I came to, red-faced, determined to look only at the man on the stage, hear what he had to say, and run back home to my little lair behind the curtain.

“Good for you!” whispered a voice in my ear.

I glanced sideways. Beside me was a young man with spots on his chin that must have been difficult to shave around.

“Have you been running your shop for long?”

“No,” I muttered. His breath was hot on my cheek.

“Did you inherit from your parents?”

I didn’t answer. I stared at the man on the stage like he was the only interesting thing in the world.

“My parents have a butcher shop,” the boy breathed. “But it’s mine now. Just to run, of course. I employ the butchers. Three of them. No dirty hands here, angel. What’s your address?”

I turned my head. “Is your mouth always open, or are you able to shut it?”

He wasn’t able. And it didn’t take him long to find my address, either, because he was in the shop the next day. So were many people from the meeting, to see the young businesswoman, and we sold half our inventory in an afternoon. Mrs. Diamant nodded and smiled when asked if I was her daughter, elbowed me to do the same, and whispered that she wished I could go to a shop owners’ meeting twice a week. The spotty young man bought half a kilo of apples and some soda water, said his name was Zbyszek Kurowski, and asked me to eat with him in a restaurant.

I said no. He came back the next day and asked again. I gave him more of the same with extra vinegar. He said he had a row of girls waiting for him, that all he had to do was snap his fingers. I told him that was good, to go snap them and hurry up about it. He left with a storm on his face, and I was glad to be done with him.

But three days later, when the shop was so full that Izio had come to help after classes, I saw Izio grinning at me, eyes crinkled, pointing over a Russian soldier’s head toward the door. And there was Zbyszek, this time with an older-looking man and a lady. The lady wore gloves, an orange fur collar turned high around her ears. I finished tying the string on a parcel, and she approached my counter, introduced herself as Mrs. Kurowski, and asked for a dozen cream pastries. I got them, and she requested a bar of chocolate with almonds and two kilos of apples. And while I weighed out the apples and wrapped her packages, she asked me questions. How many hours did I work? How often was I sick? Did I keep a bank account? Where did I buy my clothes?

Zbyszek stood next to his father, hands behind his back, studying the ceiling, and I could see that Mrs. Diamant and Izio had both sidled nearer, listening while pretending not to. I handed the woman her parcels and felt my face growing hot.

“Miss Podgórska,” Mrs. Kurowski pronounced. “You seem a good and agile worker and very pleasant to talk to. I think you would make a very nice addition to our home.”

For two seconds, I thought the woman was trying to hire me as her maid. But one look at the male Kurowskis corrected my thinking. Most of the store was listening now, and Izio was biting his lip, trying to hide his smile.

“Thank you,” I said stiffly, “but I don’t think I—”

“And such a good family,” she went on, raising her voice. “Catholic farmers. From Bircza. Not too high, and not too low.” She leaned in. “What doctor did you see there, Miss Podgórska?”

“Magda,” Mr. Kurowski said, tugging on his wife’s sleeve. She waved him off.

“Go and be quiet somewhere, Gustov. This is women’s talk. You—”

“Excuse me,” I interrupted. “But how do you know my family? I have never spoken to your son about—”

“Ah!” Mrs. Kurowski looked around, pleased with her audience. “As soon as my Zbyszek told me he had found a girl he liked, I hired a detective. You should do the same, Miss Podgórska. It’s best to have everything honest, don’t you agree? But I can tell you right away that my son is a good boy. He does not smoke. He does not drink. He has good prospects and no illnesses. Everything that is good for a marriage. And you should marry soon, Miss Podgórska, before someone unworthy comes along and corrupts you.”

I really didn’t know what to say.

“But we can discuss everything more over dinner.”

I shook my head. “No.”

“When do you finish your work?”

“No!”

Mrs. Kurowski looked confused.

“I am not interested in marriage, and I am especially not interested in marriage to your son! Goodbye and … thank you for coming.”

The woman stepped back with her parcels, a hand to her fur collar, and Zbyszek took her place at the counter. He winked.

“No need to be rude,” he said. “It’s a good offer. Everything my mother said is true. My parents just want to look you over, you know, just in case you—”

“I am not a piece of cloth to be examined before you buy it!” I snapped.

Every customer in the shop had stopped to watch by now. Even the Russian soldier, and he couldn’t speak Polish.

“You …” My gaze took in the three Kurowskis. “You can all just … geyn in drerd!”

Half the shop sucked in a breath. I’d just told the Kurowskis to go to the devil. In Yiddish. A skill that was 100 percent Izio’s fault.

Mrs. Kurowski turned on a heel and thrust open the door, her husband close behind her, but Zbyszek only grinned.

“You’re so arrogant,” he said. “I like it. I’ll see you soon, angel.” And he blew me a kiss before the door shut behind him.

The shop was as silent as I’d ever heard it. Then my babcia laughed so hard she nearly fell out of her chair. The whole shop laughed, and after a few minutes, I was laughing with them. Izio laughed, too, but he was thoughtful.

And he was still thoughtful that night at the windowsill, his head on a cushion, feet propped up on his mother’s sofa, smoking in the dark. We’d been talking about my dislike of chickens, other than on a plate, the difference between the German “Nichnut” and Yiddish “nudnik” (there wasn’t one), and whether the Russians would ever get that statue put up in the square, or just keep letting children climb on Lenin’s head. But it was late now, and Izio was quiet. Thinking. He was like that sometimes. I was thinking the glow of his cigarette made him look mysterious.

Then he said, “Fusia, I have three more years of medical school. And when that’s done, Chaim thinks he will be able to get me a job at the hospital. Unless …”

He meant unless the Germans came. But the Germans weren’t coming. Hitler had an agreement with Stalin. “The Germans have lost one war,” Mr. Diamant liked saying. “And Russia, she is a big country …”

“But if the Germans do come,” Izio said, blowing smoke, “Chaim and Max and Henek and me, we will have to run again.”

“But why?” Running hadn’t worked the last time.

Izio sat up. “Haven’t you been listening? Or have you closed up your ears? You know what the Nazis are doing to the Jews.”

“But those are only stories …”

“They are true stories, Stefania.”

I frowned and looked out the window, stung by the use of my full name. The sharp clap of Russian boots passed and faded on the sidewalk.

Izio went on. “So it could be a long time before I’m able to get my diploma and then a job good enough to support a wife. Three or four years. Maybe five. But I’ve been wondering, Fusia, if maybe you would wait for that.”

I squinted into the darkened living room, but Izio had put out his cigarette and I couldn’t see his face. “You want me to wait for your wife?”

“No, you Dummkopf.” He sighed. “I’m asking you to marry me.”

I swung my feet from the sill to the fringes of the rug.

“You’re not going to tell me to go to the devil, are you?” he asked. “Or sing me a tango?”

I couldn’t even think what a tango sounded like.

“You’re not going to fall out the window?”

Actually, I was in danger of falling out the window. I stood, surprised to find my knees were shaky, and Izio got up from the floor. He took both my hands in his.

“Three years,” he said. “Probably more. Will you wait for me?”

“But what will your parents say?” I was thinking of the synagogue on Saturday and a cathedral on Sunday. What would mine say?

“You’re already one of the family. You know that. But maybe it will be our secret. For now.”

Like it always had been. He touched my hair. “Stefania, Stefi, Stefushka, Stefusia, Fusia Podgórska,” he whispered. “Will you wait for me?”

And then I kissed Izydor Diamant. I kissed him for a long time. And a month after that, German bombs fell again on Przemyśl.
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4.

June 1941

THIS TIME THE EXPLOSIONS CAME DURING THE DEEP SLEEP BEFORE THE dawn. But I knew exactly what they were. I came out from behind my curtain, and Max grabbed my hand and his mother’s, pulling us into a stampede of people in nightclothes making their way down the shaking steps to the cellar of the apartment building. Chaim and Henek were behind us, Izio carrying his sick father like a sack of potatoes.

We shivered in our thin clothes, and then the crowded cellar got warm. Stuffy. Full of crying children and dirt shaking down from the bombs above us. Henek complained that I was crowding him, complained again, and I kicked him in the shin. Izio put his arm around me. Mrs. Diamant saw and shook her head, mumbling.

When the sun was halfway across the sky, the bombs and the artillery shells went quiet, and I heard the machine guns come, faint, then closer, jeeps driving fast past our building. Izio looked down at me, and I looked at him, and then we both looked at Max. If the Germans came, they would have to run. But I thought Mr. Diamant could be right. Russia might win.

The fighting came right outside, gunfire and breaking glass, and when the shots finally slowed and stopped, Henek crept up to the street. There were dead German soldiers, he said, propped up in the shop windows like mannequins. A few people in the cellar cheered. Until the guns started up again. I pressed my hands to my ears, trying not to hear the wounded men, and when it finally stopped, and Henek again stole up the stairs, he said there was no one on the streets at all. No wounded, no vehicles. And the dead soldiers posing in the shop windows were Russians now, propped up with broomsticks, their faces painted with swastikas.

“The Germans are coming, Mame,” said Chaim.

Mrs. Diamant stirred, as if she’d woken from a sleep. “Upstairs,” she said. “Quick! All of you!”

We did what we were told, stepping over the miserable crowd and up the stairs.

“Fusia,” said Mrs. Diamant, huffing as she climbed. “Get the cashbox from under the bed. Count the money and divide it five ways, yes? Boys, wear your boots and two layers of clothes so you will have room in your bags for food. And on the way you will go to the shop and take all the bread you can carry …”

By the time I got the money doled out, the boys were dressed and Mrs. Diamant was stuffing empty bottles into knapsacks, because there was no water coming from the pipes. Chaim nodded to me, and Henek looked away; Max smiled once, and Izio kissed my forehead.

“Wait for me,” he whispered.

“Take care of our parents,” said Max. “Please,” he added.

And before I could answer, they were gone.

I hadn’t thought this would happen.

Mr. Diamant slumped down in his chair, too stunned to smoke, and I had a great bleeding wound somewhere deep inside my chest. And Mrs. Diamant saw it. Just like she had seen Izio’s arm around me and that kiss on the forehead. She took off her glasses, rubbing them on the coat she was wearing over her nightgown. She had dust on her face, a clean ring around each eye, and there was an emotion there that I had never seen directed at me. Anger.

It hit me like a blow to the stomach.

I went to the sink to do the dishes we’d left two days ago, but when I turned on the faucet, nothing happened. I’d forgotten there was no water. Only what was streaming down my face. Then Mrs. Diamant sighed, pulled me into her arms, called me her ketzele, and we cried together for her sons while the ambulances went by.

We should have saved our tears for later.

The German Army marched down Mickiewicza Street, row after row with boots that could be heard with the windows closed. Rosa and Regina came out of the cellar, shook their dusty clothes in our hallway until we sneezed, and slammed the door. I thought about how they’d fled from Germany. About Izio, and every story I’d ever heard and refused to believe. The stories that he believed. I looked at Mr. Diamant, weak and thin, at my babcia, soft as warm butter with her tear-streaked face. I turned my back to the army marching on the other side of the glass and said, “I think we should run.”

It took some convincing, but without her sons, Mrs. Diamant wasn’t as hard to persuade as I thought she might be. We’d go east, I said. To Nizankowice. Maybe the Germans wouldn’t care so much about Jews in a village. Not like in the city. They’d have to come a long way to find us.

Mrs. Diamant sewed her jewelry into her girdle and our money into her bra while I found water, tidied the kitchen, packed food, and hid the candlesticks. I didn’t trust Regina and Rosa not to ransack the apartment while we were gone. We didn’t even tell them we were leaving.

There were no trains, so we made our slow way through the city, staying off the main streets as long as we could, finally joining a line of people like ourselves, all trying to escape the Germans in Przemyśl. Mr. and Mrs. Diamant had to stop and rest about every forty-five minutes, even though I was carrying all our supplies in the knapsack, and I had to bite my tongue and force my feet to slow. I stared at the sky, waiting for them to catch up. What was I doing? How could I take care of two people old enough to be my grandparents? Someone else should have been doing this job. Making these decisions.

Only there was no one else. There was only me.

The second part of my education had begun.

It was late in the afternoon, and we were only halfway to Nizankowice, traveling with a group of other old people, some older than Mr. Diamant, women with children, and carts carrying the sick. The slow-moving. Weapons lay scattered along the road, dropped as the Russians fled, free for the taking. We heard single shots, bursts of machine-gun fire in the woods, the whooping of boys right after. We passed three people nursing their own bullet wounds beside the road. I wanted to stop, to do something, but I had my two old people, and no way to help them.

The sun was still hot, Mr. and Mrs. Diamant were exhausted, and there had been no water for a long time, so I led our group down a lane, hoping to find a farmhouse with a well.

Which is exactly what we did find. A house with a sloping red roof and a barn where cows mooed, a sheltered well right in front. I knelt in front of the well, grateful, while the others sighed with relief, pulling up the chain with a full bucket on the end, trying to fill a bottle with a very narrow opening. Mr. and Mrs. Diamant helped each other to the ground to sit, chests heaving.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

I looked up to discover a woman with a scarf around her head. And the end of a Russian rifle.

“Sorry,” I said. “I should have knocked.” I gave her my best buy-me-a-chocolate smile, but it didn’t work. Not this time. “My … my friends are tired, and we’ve traveled a long—”

“I know who you are,” said the woman, pointing the rifle at my ragtag group huddled in her yard. “Swine Jews. Now get out!”

I looked back at the group. Were they Jews? I didn’t know. “But …”

“Get out before I shoot!” she shouted.

Some people didn’t like Jews. Of course I knew that. But denying a drink to children and a few ragged old people was something beyond my experience. I helped Mr. Diamant to his feet and watched the group make their slow way to the road, backs bent. I adjusted the heavy knapsack and looked back at the woman with her rifle and her well full of water. And suddenly I was so angry that my vision blurred.

“I hope one day you will be dying of thirst,” I told her, “so that, then, someone can deny you water the same way you did to them!”

“Come, ketzele,” whispered Mrs. Diamant. I turned my back, then jumped as a shot rang out. Something buzzed past my head, and blood pooled from a man’s arm just in front of me, a man I didn’t even know. He cried out, but he didn’t stop moving down the lane. None of us did. Not until we got back to the road. Mrs. Diamant used her scarf to bind the stranger’s wound, and I wanted to be sick, but I wasn’t.

If I was going to take care of them, if they were my responsibility, if any of us were going to survive, then I had to learn to control my temper. No matter how unfair. No matter how angry I became.

I wasn’t sure I could do it.

We hobbled into the village of Nizankowice near midnight, and I knocked on the door of Mrs. Nowak, the Catholic woman who had been boarding Max during the week while he worked with Dr. Schillinger. She was surprised to see us, but she didn’t seem sorry. She put us in Max’s room, and I think Mr. and Mrs. Diamant fell asleep before their heads were on the pillow.

I looked at Max’s room. It was a young man’s place. There were dirty shoes in the corner, medical books beside the bed, pictures on the bureau. One of his brothers and sister. One of him in a hat and coat in front of the shop. One of a girl I didn’t know. And one of me with his mother, caught by surprise, smiling behind the chocolate display. I found his extra blanket and slept on the floor.

I would miss the shop.

The next afternoon, while the Diamants rested, I slipped out of the house to the village square. We needed food, a job, a more permanent place to stay. I thought there might be a store that needed help. A house that needed cleaning. What I found was three bodies lying in the dirt—dead or unconscious, I wasn’t sure—and a village near rioting. Two men were taking turns standing on a crate, shouting over the noise of a raucous crowd. They were unshaven, dressed in boots and coveralls like factory workers. But their haircuts were short. Suspiciously neat. I shrank behind a parked delivery truck.

“This war was started by Jews!” the man on the crate yelled. He was pointing at the people, his face red and sweating. “They bankrupt our country, starve our children. Your families will not be safe, this war will never end, until every … last … Jew … is dead!”

A roar went up from the crowd, some against, some for this speech, and while the people were busy arguing, the man in the dirty coveralls and his companion trotted out of the square and into the woods just beyond. I watched three men follow, and immediately there was gunfire. The crowd scattered, a few heading for the woods with sticks and clubs. There were still three bodies lying in the square. I ran back to the boarding house and locked the door. I was sweating.

“Did you find anything good?” asked Mrs. Diamant. She was reading a magazine, her swollen feet propped up on a cushion. I plastered a smile on my face.

“Not today,” I said, and shut myself in the toilet. I could hear that bullet whizzing by my head, the old man’s cry when it passed through his arm. The Jews didn’t do that. Or drop bombs on my city. What had come over everyone? I splashed cold water on my face.

Mrs. Nowak knocked on the door and then opened it a crack. I straightened over the sink. She was very sorry, but after tonight, we would need to find another place to stay. Someone else had reserved the room. Max’s room. With his pictures in it. Mrs. Nowak’s mouth was drawn in tight.

“Does someone know you have Jews here?” I asked.

She looked caught. And guilty. “I … I just don’t want trouble, that’s all.”

I patted my face dry, trying to think. I wanted to cry. “Should we go east?” I whispered.

Mrs. Nowak shook her head. “I do not think they will let you into Russia,” she said.

We didn’t wait for morning. I got Mr. and Mrs. Diamant up at three thirty, before the house was stirring. Mrs. Diamant left a note, thanking Mrs. Nowak for her hospitality; I shut the door without noise and hurried them down the dark road. I wanted to be far away from Nizankowice before the sun rose.

We made excellent time. Much better than the first trip. Mrs. Diamant kept a good pace, and Mr. Diamant wasn’t having as much trouble with his diabetes. Or maybe they were more afraid this time than sad. Not that I told them what had happened in town. But the obedient way they were following me said maybe they had figured it out for themselves.

The woods were quiet, no gunshots, the morning air cool, the rising hills misty, and the only people we saw were a few more refugees going the opposite way. We arrived back in Przemyśl at two in the afternoon with nothing worse than sore feet.

So much for me being in charge, I thought. In the city, at least, our neighbors wouldn’t shoot us.

Mrs. Diamant steered us toward the shop before the apartment, to take some inventory home. We were hungry and tired, and the market hadn’t reopened. A long, jagged crack ran through the front window of the shop, a dripping yellow Star of David and the word “Jude” painted across the glass. And the shelves were empty. Not an apple or a chocolate remained.

I left the Diamants on the sidewalk and walked across the street to the bank. The manager, a man Mrs. Diamant had known since he was in diapers, said that the Diamants no longer had an account there. That no Jew had an account there. I emptied my account instead. Mrs. Diamant didn’t say anything. She just took her husband’s arm, and we walked slowly back to the apartment.

At least that was the same. Though it looked as if someone had gone through the cupboards and the desk. And someone had beaten their dirty rugs right in the hallway, because my red bedroom curtain was gray with dust. I saw my suspect for both crimes, Rosa, peeking out from her door, though she slammed it shut again when she saw me looking. I think she hoped we weren’t coming back.

Mrs. Diamant went with me to the market the next morning to use some of my savings and buy something that could be sold for profit in the shop. Only to discover that Jews were no longer allowed in the market between eight in the morning and six o’clock at night. Which was, of course, when all the food was there. I sent her home and I did the shopping, and all the shopping after that, though there was very little money to do it with.

I also crossed the bridge the Nazis had thrown up to replace the one that was bombed. But my sister was no longer on the other side of Przemyśl, and neither was anyone who knew where she might have gone. I wrote a letter to my mother, giving it to the postman the first day we had mail again. He whispered that it was good we’d come back from Nizankowice when we did, that the road wasn’t safe. Others trying to come back to the city had been beaten, robbed, murdered on the way. But it wasn’t safe here, either. Mrs. Diamant brought home new German identity papers and white armbands stamped with Jewish stars, and she did it by walking in the gutters, because Jews were not allowed on the sidewalks. We watched boys in their yarmulkes scrubbing the streets beneath the eye of a German machine gun. I didn’t get a reply from my mother.

Somehow, the air felt like winter long before the cold came. Oppressive. Dark.

Lonely.

It made me angry.

I splashed home in a cold rain with the little food we could afford, and when I walked through the front door and slipped off my boots, my feet made tracks across the hallway. My curtain, my bed, and even the door to the kitchen were once again covered in dust. I went to Rosa and Regina’s door and knocked. When there was no answer, I banged. One eye—Rosa’s, I think—appeared in the opening crack.

“Didn’t your mother ever teach you to shake a rug outside? You’re covering everything in dirt!”

The eye in the door crack narrowed.

“And you’re taking it right back into your room every time you come and—” But the door had slammed shut. I went to find the dustpan.

The next morning, my coat, left hanging to dry in the hallway, had been cut into ribbons.

“Never mind,” Mrs. Diamant said, running her hands through the shreds. “Sadness can become cruelty. Remember that, ketzele. We do not know what happened to them in Germany. We should pity those women.”

I wasn’t sure I could. But maybe I wouldn’t have so much to forgive if I could control my own temper.

Two days later, Regina and Rosa called the new German police, the Gestapo, to the apartment. The first time we met the Gestapo, they’d helped themselves to most of the books, one painting, the silver menorah, and all of Grandmother Adler’s china. Now they’d come because Mrs. Pohler had refused to give Regina the key to the attic—where we all took turns hanging our wet linen—until her own linen was dry. Two SS officers with skulls on their caps hammered on Mrs. Pohler’s door, called her a stinking Jew, slapped her face, and removed the linen key from her shaking hands. They gave the key to Regina, whom they also called a stinking Jew, and Regina and Rosa disappeared to the attic, I assumed to shred all Mrs. Pohler’s clean laundry.

This time Mrs. Diamant did not speak of pity. “I will take care of this,” she muttered. She put on her coat, tied her scarf around her head, and hurried out the door.

I made broth for Mr. Diamant, who was ill and in his bed, then sat stewing on the windowsill. Mrs. Diamant couldn’t have gone to the market. It was late afternoon. Curfew wasn’t until nine o’clock, but even the Polish police, who did what the SS told them, would find any reason to stop a Jew. Rain blew and streaked down the window glass, and when Mrs. Diamant blustered back into the apartment, I hurried to meet her.

“Where have you …”

She dismissed me with a wave and locked the door behind her. Water dotted the scarf on her head and the white armband on her coat, and she was barefoot, her round, muddy toes sticking out from torn and filthy stockings. I changed my question.

“Where are your boots?”

“Hitler has them,” she said. “The Gestapo says their Führer has more need of them than an old woman walking in gutters running with the rain.”

I remembered Mrs. Pohler’s bruised cheek and crossed my arms over my stomach. “And what did you say?”

“That their Führer should find work that pays better so he can buy his own boots!”

I looked her over, but I couldn’t find any blood. She shook her head.

“They only pushed me down, ketzele, and the back of me is too soft for that to hurt so much.”

I didn’t believe her, since I was fairly sure her mother’s jewelry was still sewn into her girdle.

And then there was a knock on the door.

Mrs. Diamant froze, turned, and looked at me. Her smile was gone.

“Did they follow you home?” I whispered. She shook her head and shrugged at the same time, the scarf crumpled tight in her hand. The knocking came again.

“What they’ve come to do, the door will not stop them, my ziskeit,” said Mr. Diamant. He was stooped, leaning against the doorway of the living room. He looked one hundred years old.

Mrs. Diamant went slowly to the door. The lock clicked. The hinges creaked. I expected to hear German. Instead I heard Max say, “Were you hoping we wouldn’t come back, Mame?”

“Oh!” she said. “Oh, oh!” And pulled him inside. Then Chaim came through the door, and Henek, and there was Izio. They were dirty and wet, their sleeves ragged, and their mother kissed each of their unshaven cheeks twice. I kissed them once, making Henek push me away and Max blush, both of which made me laugh.

Izio hugged me, not long, but long enough to let me know he’d missed me. He was thin beneath his shirt. Older beneath his eyes. I wanted to tell him everything that had been happening. And then I didn’t want to tell him anything that had been happening at all. I went to make tea while Mr. Diamant smiled and smiled, pumping the hands of his sons.

There was a lot of talk all at once, about the Russian military hospital where they’d all found work, hoping to be evacuated with the army. But the evacuation order never came.

“The border is sealed,” said Chaim. “We can’t get out.”

None of us could.

We had a small feast of the broth with kasha, which was more filling than good, the rest of the bread, a pot of marmalade Mrs. Diamant had been saving, and a sack of apples. And even though the stories Chaim told were terrible, of German planes shooting down the refugees on the road and the executions of innocent men, there was more laughter than tears. We laughed at the ugly dishes I’d bought in a secondhand booth to replace the china. Roared when Henek asked why the Germans hadn’t taken the jewelry and his mother told him. And Max’s impression of Hitler reading Mr. Diamant’s copy of Commentary on the Talmud while wearing women’s boots made me laugh until I hurt. Izio held my hand tight beneath the table.

We didn’t know it then, we were all too happy to be together, but this was when the men should have been going to God with their heads beneath the prayer shawls. When I should have been on my knees, calling out to the Virgin and the Christ.

If we had known it, this was the time we should have cried.
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