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The rooster always crowed at 4 a.m., the call harsh and loud in the dark. This is how I wake up every morning, same as it's always been for the past fourteen years. I lay still for a moment on my straw mattress, cold already creeping into my bones through the thin blanket, trying to get comfortable, but I was fighting a losing battle. The thin mattress wouldn't nearly be as painful as the sharp poke and scolding I'd get from Mama if she found I had overslept.

My body knew this routine well, but that didn't mean that there weren't days I wished I could just take off and do nothing. No duties, no responsibilities, no screaming animals, siblings, or parents. But where would you go in this war-ridden world where soldiers were crawling the streets, and distant echoes of bombing as normal as church bells tolling?

The war had started in 1939, three years after I'd been born. Given that my country was the first to be invaded by the Germans, you would think I would have stories to tell for days. What I actually have are flashes and days that used to blur together. I pushed those hard memories down deep, so deep that I couldn't even remember them.

But all that was behind us now. The war had ended when I was nine, and I may not remember much, but I remember that day when the news broke, and it seemed like all the residents of our sleepy town had spilled out onto the streets to celebrate. It meant that whenever we saw the German flag, we would fear for our lives, and it meant that our farms wouldn't be pillaged, leaving us starving and poorer than we were before. Most importantly, for me, it meant that Mama wouldn't spend her nights in jail just because she was trying to feed her family, trying to pick up the vegetables dropped by the trucks, the same produce that was stolen from us.

It also meant that no soldiers would come barging in the middle of the night for “surprise checks” and threaten my brother with guns on his forehead, trying to intimidate him into revealing if we were harboring any Jews.

I was about eight years old when it happened. I remember it in blinding flashes of anxiety and panic. It was the dead of night, and I was asleep when a hard and frantic sound disturbed the eerie silence. I sat bolt upright in the dark, my heart already going fast before I was fully awake, because in those years, a knock like that at that hour meant nothing good. Gunfire, soldiers, and fear were ordinary then. I lay rigid in my blanket listening to Mama's footsteps cross the floor below.

I crept to the top of the stairs and looked down. She had opened the door, and in the frame stood a couple I did not recognize, shivering violently, which was not a surprise given that they were wearing tattered layers. Their faces were hollow with exhaustion and something worse than exhaustion. They were Jewish, I understood this without being told, understood it from the yellow stars on their coats and from the particular quality of their terror, which was the terror of people who had been running for a long time and were not sure they had anywhere left to run. They had two children with them, both small, the younger one barely more than a baby, the older no more than four or five. The baby was beginning to cry, a thin, reedy sound in the cold night air.

Mama's face was stone. I had seen that face my whole life, and I knew what it preceded. I was certain, watching from the stairs, that she was about to close the door.

Then the baby's cry sharpened, and Mama's jaw moved once, and she gave a single, curt nod and stepped aside. She directed them to our hidden cellar just below the kitchen. There wasn’t a single word exchanged.

Had they found out, had they even had an inkling that we had harbored any Jews, Mama and her kids, all would have been executed on the spot for being traitors.

Mama was allowed her out during the days to tend to the farm and the children, because even the Nazis understood that someone needed to feed us, but each evening they came back and took her for the night and she went with them and came back in the mornings without discussing where she had been or what it had been like and we did not ask because we did not want to know. This went on for months, until eventually, for reasons we were never given, they released her entirely and did not come back.

She never spoke of the Jewish family again. I do not know what became of them.

I sighed and sat up, shivering a little. I looked out the window that oversaw our three acres of fields and a barn that housed all our animals, and saw frost. It looked like another chilly, dull, and exhausting day. No point in sitting around wasting time.

Almost jealously, I looked around at my sleeping siblings, two brothers and two sisters. It was a blessing and a curse to share the one room with them. In winters, it provided warmth and comfort, but when the days grew hot, it could be suffocating, and when you needed a moment of peace, the house seemed to close itself upon me, almost signaling that there was nowhere to be. It had always been my duty to wake up at this ungodly hour and tend to our animals. We had precious few left after the war, and if we wanted to eat, I needed to do my tasks on time and correctly.

I tiptoed carefully past them, feet soft on the cold floorboards, down the creaking stairs. In the kitchen, I pulled on my wool stockings, scarf, gloves, a thick hat, and Papa's old boots, too big but warm enough. I rub my arms trying to bring feeling back in them as my breath hangs in the air. I step outside, and the winter chill stings my face immediately, biting at the exposed skin around my eyes.

Our farm sits in these flat Polish fields, the same as all the neighbors. Wheat grows here in summer, potatoes too. We have chickens scratching in the dirt, two cows waiting to be milked, goats in their pen, ducks by the little stream out back, and one old horse that pulls the plow when we need it. Papa's shoemaking tools sit dusty in the barn corner. He fixed boots for extra bread before the Germans took him away to work as a slave for seven years. While he was gone, it was up to Mama to provide for us and earn a living. Even though he has been back a while, things have remained the same.

The barn is warmer than outside, thick with the smell of animal bodies and hay. I grab the milking stool, sit by the first cow, and squeeze her warm udders. Milk streams into the pail, filling slowly. The rhythm is soothing in a way, my hands working without thought. While I do what needs to be done, I hear my family stirring and rising. Soon, I am joined by my siblings. My brothers scatter feed for the chickens and goats. My sisters collect eggs, their voices low and sleepy.

I look over at Papa, bending over the crops in the early morning light, silently inspecting our lands. Ever since he returned from Germany three years ago, he has not talked much. When he first came back, skin and bones, eyes hollow, I waited to feel something. Relief or happiness, maybe? But all I could think was, "Another mouth to feed." Another body taking up space. Another person is expecting meals from our already bare cupboard.

I know he is my father, but it never feels like it. I was very young when the Germans took him, barely four years old. I have almost no early memories of him to get emotionally attached to. No memories of him teaching me anything, playing with me, or even speaking to me. He is a stranger who shares our table now, a ghost of someone I should know but do not. Sometimes I catch him staring at nothing, his hands shaking slightly, and I wonder what he saw in those seven years of slave labor, but I do not ask. Nobody asks. We just work around his silence like it is another fixture in the house.

Mama stands at the barn door, watching, always sharp and calculating.

"Faster, Adele. Keep moving," she says, clearly not bothering with a softer or more encouraging tone. We are hands for the farm, not babies for cuddling. Mama and Papa needed the workers. Two died young. Seven were left before Papa left for the war. Now it is just us five at home, the older ones having married off or moved away when they could.

Those seven years without Papa had their own particular weight, and not only because of the work or the hunger or the soldiers. There were babies during those years, small new lives that arrived and were received without ceremony or explanation, added to the household. The neighbors looked at them with shame and knitted eyebrows, and I think I know why, but I never dared to discuss it with Mama. Two of them did not survive. I remember the first one clearly, a boy, born in winter, who made a small sound at his arrival and then, over the following days, made progressively smaller sounds until one morning there were no sounds at all.

Just as was the norm, my mother didn’t show any emotion but wrapped him in cloth and set about arranging things. The priest came, and there was a mass, brief and cold, attended by the five of us standing in a row in the church with our hands folded. Nobody wept openly. Grief in our house was not a performance. It was simply another thing you carried and did not speak of, like hunger or cold or the absence of the man whose name we still said in our prayers every night, even as his face grew harder and harder to remember. The second baby went the same way, and there was another mass, and another row of children standing with their hands folded, and then life resumed exactly as it had before because it had no other option.

I wish I could say I felt sad. If I were completely honest with myself, their passing was just another tragic event in a long list of tragic events, but the dark cloud of gloom that always settled over the house following the mass was something that I hated. Regardless of how sad or sick you were, the work on the farm never stopped, and as my Mama constantly repeated to herself and us, “Only survival is constant. No matter what, we have to live. It does not matter how, but we have to go on.”

After nearly being trampled by the second cow, I was jolted back to the present. By the time I finish helping my brothers haul the feed buckets back to the storehouse, my back aches and my fingers are stiff from the cold. I would have happily taken a nap, but there is no time to rest. I have school.

By seven in the morning, I am at the pump in the yard, washing my hands in the cold water, scrubbing hard to get the smell of barn off my skin as best I can. The water is so cold it makes my hands ache, but I scrub anyway, under my nails, between my fingers, up my arms. I splash some on my face, gasping at the shock of it. Inside, I change quickly into my school dress, the gray one that Mama has patched three times already. You can see the different fabrics she used for the patches, none of them quite matching.

I grab the small cloth bag that holds my books, my slate, and the stub of pencil I have been using for months now, worn down to almost nothing.

The walk to school is twenty minutes through fields and along the dirt road that turns to mud when it rains. Some mornings, my legs are so tired from the early work that I can barely keep up with the other children who join the road from their own farms. They seem fresher somehow, more awake. Maybe their parents do not make them work before dawn. Maybe they get to sleep until a decent hour. I do not know. I do not ask.

Mama insisted we get an education, all of us. It is one of the few things she is firm about beyond work. "You need to read and write," she said once, standing over me while I practiced my letters. "Otherwise, you are nothing. Otherwise, you will always be at someone else's mercy, unable to even read a letter." So I go, even on the days when my eyes burn from lack of sleep, and my stomach growls through the arithmetic lessons, even when I can barely focus because I am so tired and so hungry.

School is in a small building in the village, one room for all of us, the younger children in front and the older ones in back. The teacher, Mr. Wojcik, is an old man who smells of tobacco and moves slowly, but he knows his letters and numbers, and he is patient with those of us who struggle. I do not struggle much. I like learning. I like the way letters form words and words form meaning. I like that there are rules that make sense, that if you follow them, things work out correctly. It is different from farm work, where you can do everything right and still have crops fail because of weather, pests, or just bad luck.

This is my routine day after day. Wake up, work, school, work, sleep. This has been my life till now, and the future may not change. Sometimes, in the quiet moments when no one is watching, I let myself imagine something different. When I finish my tasks early and have a few minutes before the next ones begin, I slip away to the edge of the stream. I watch the water move over the stones, listen to it bubble and rush. In summer, I can see minnows darting beneath the surface. In winter, I watch the ice crack and shift. It's the only place that feels like it belongs to no one, not even Mama.

At night, when my siblings are asleep and the house is finally quiet, I trace patterns in the frost on the window. They look like maps to places I've never been. Streets I've never walked. Lives I've never lived. Shoes that fit right one day, maybe. A day without so much cold. A voice that says my name as if it matters, not just like it's another name on the list of chores.

These thoughts keep my feet moving through the frost, even when I'm not sure why I bother.

Despite everything, I do bother. Because somewhere deep inside, beneath all the work and cold and silence, there is a small, stubborn part of me that believes there has to be more than this. That hope, however foolishly, that one day something will change.
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I was fifteen when I finished elementary school. Most girls I knew stopped there, went back to their farms, or took up work in their family shops, or just waited to be married off. I knew that fate would soon be thrust onto me, too. It was the same with my big sister; why should I be any different?

I tried to accept my fate, but then one day, in school, there was a flyer on the board, and the idea seemed to take root. No matter how hard I pretended to have accepted my already decided future, I still wanted to try to be different. Secretly, I started saving every spare coin I could find for two years, hiding them in a tin under a loose floorboard in our room. When I finally told Mama I wanted to take a secretarial course in town, she looked at me like I had announced I was joining the circus.

"A secretarial course?" She wiped her hands on her apron, flour dusting her fingers. "Why? You know we need help on the farm. You'll soon be married anyway. And who is going to pay for this?"

I winced a little under her condescending stare, but I had prepared for these questions. I had rehearsed this conversation in my head dozens of times while milking the cows, while hanging laundry, while lying awake at night listening to my sisters breathe.

"I... I will continue to help out, Mama, and it won't hurt to earn a stable income, will it? I have money saved. I will pay for it myself."

She studied me for a long moment, her face unreadable, her lips pressed into that thin line which often meant she was deciding whether to lash out or let this one go. I held my breath, waiting. The kitchen was silent except for the ticking of the old clock on the wall and the faint sound of my brothers arguing outside. To my relief, she decided on the latter.

Mama shrugged, turning back to her dough. "Do what you want. Just do not expect anything from us. We have enough to worry about as it is."

That was as close to approval as I would get, and I took my chance before she could change her mind.

The secretarial course met three times a week in a cramped room above the post office. Ten girls, all of us hunched over heavy black typewriters that clacked and dinged as we practiced typing, shorthand, filing systems, and proper business correspondence. The instructor, Pani Kowalska, was a severe woman with gray hair pulled tight into a bun that looked painful and glasses that sat crooked on her nose. She had been a secretary in Warszawa before the war, she told us on the first day, and she ran the class with the same efficiency she must have brought to that position. She was good at what she did, patient in her own stern way, and I was determined to be better than good. I was determined to be the best.

The work was not very hard once you understood the basics. Typing requires speed and accuracy, learning not to look at the keys, letting your fingers find the letters by memory and instinct. Shorthand was trickier, learning all those symbols and abbreviations, but I practiced that too.

I pictured myself in an office someday, wearing a clean blouse and a skirt that was not patched or frayed at the hem. I imagined sitting at a proper desk with papers stacked neatly, typing letters for important men who would nod approvingly at my work. I would have money of my own, money I earned with my own skill and labor. I would eat lunch that was not leftovers scraped from the family pot. I would be the first in my family to have a real job, a respectable one no less. Not farm work, not factory work, but something clean and professional that would make people look at me differently.

It was a good dream. I held onto it tight and worked hard. Every morning, I would get up at four with the rooster, fulfill my duties on the farm, wash the smell of animals off my skin as best I could with cold water and harsh soap, get dressed in my cleanest clothes, and then quietly set out to my classes.

It was during those months that I first noticed him.

His name was Tomasz, the boy with the curly hair and a round, open face that always seemed to be smiling. I knew him, of course. Everyone did. His family owned the pharmacy in town, a clean, well-kept shop with glass bottles arranged in neat rows and a bell that chimed when you opened the door. They had money, real money, the kind that bought new clothes instead of mended ones and kept their house freshly painted every few years. I would see him sometimes when I walked to my course, standing outside his father's shop, talking with friends or arranging the window display. He had an easy smile and hands that looked like they had never done hard labor, never mucked out a barn or pulled potatoes from frozen ground.

I never spoke to him, even though I dreamt of it. Onlookers would have gasped out loud if I mustered up the courage to walk up to a boy just to talk. Girls were expected to be modest, to keep their heads down, especially around boys from families above their station. I knew my place. Still, I could watch from a distance and could let my eyes linger for just a moment as I passed by.

One afternoon in late spring, he caught me looking. I had been watching him through the pharmacy window as he reached up to place bottles on a high shelf, and when he turned suddenly, our eyes met for just a heartbeat. I felt my face go hot and looked away fast, my heart hammering against my ribs, hurrying past with my head down as a proper girl should.

After that, I was more careful. I would glance when I thought he was not looking, stealing moments. Sometimes I thought I saw him watching me too, but I could never be certain. It did not matter anyway. Boys like Tomasz did not court girls like me. His family would have girls picked out for him already, proper girls from good families with dowries and prospects.

Still, I could not help the small flutter in my chest when I saw him, could not help imagining, in my most secret thoughts, what it might be like if things were different. If I were the kind of girl whose father owned a shop instead of a struggling farm. If I wore clean dresses and had soft hands. If someone like Tomasz could look at me and see possibility instead of poverty.

At school, all I did was take my lessons and hurry home. I did not linger to gossip or talk. All I wanted to do was shrink, disappear into the walls. I was too aware of my clothes, how the hem of my skirt was frayed and poorly mended despite Mama's best efforts, how my blouse was yellowed from too many washings in lye soap that was too harsh. The dirt under my fingernails never fully came out, no matter how I scrubbed with the coarse soap we made from animal fat and ashes. And the smell, that faint musty scent of barn and animals that clung to my hair, my skin, my clothes, no matter how much I bathed. I smelled of work and poverty.

By early spring, I had finished the course and received my certificate. My mentor helped me find a position at an accountant's office in town. It was small, just an accountant and his assistant, but it was real office work, and most importantly, it was clean, respectable, and for the first time in my life, I was earning my own money.

I started in March, just after my sixteenth birthday. Every morning, I would get up at four as always, do my farm chores, then wash and change into my office clothes. The white blouse Mama had made from fabric I bought with my saved coins. The dark skirt was simple but neat. I would walk forty minutes to town, my heart lighter than it had been in years.

The office was everything I had dreamed of. A proper desk. Papers and ledgers were stacked  neatly.  The  smell  of ink and paper instead of manure and hay. Pan Lewandowski was a quiet, methodical man who appreciated accuracy and efficiency. He nodded approvingly when I finished my work quickly and without errors.

For two months, I lived a different life. I was not just a farm girl anymore. I was a secretary. I had a real job, earned my own wages, money that was mine. I would eat my lunch, simple as it was, sitting at my desk, and feel like I had escaped. Like I had become someone who mattered.

As it turned out, fate had different plans. Nasty and cruel ones.


​​Chapter 3

It was a Tuesday afternoon in mid-April. Spring had finally arrived after the long winter, bringing with it warmer air and the promise of new growth.

I had just come back from my job at the accountant's office, my fingers still cramped from typing all day, my mind tired from the long hours bent over ledgers and correspondence.

The house was quieter than usual when I walked in. Mama was kneading dough at the kitchen table, her movements sharp and mechanical, the rhythmic thump of her fists against the wooden board the only sound. Papa sat by the window, smoking his pipe, staring out at the fields with an expression I could not read. My siblings were nowhere to be seen, which was strange for this time of day.

Something felt wrong. The air in the room was heavy with unspoken words.

"Adele," Papa said without turning around, without even looking at me. "Sit down."

Something in his tone made my stomach drop, made my hands go cold. I set my books down carefully on the chair by the door and pulled out a seat at the table, sitting across from where Mama worked the dough.

"We have found you a husband."

The words came out flat, matter-of-fact, like he was telling me the
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