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          ONCE UPON A TIME

        

      

    

    
      Nadzia tucked the cleaning rag into her apron in exchange for her feather duster. She held it out like a dance partner and placed her other hand against her chest in mock modesty. “Mnie? You’d like me to take this dance?” She looked around as if another maid had entered and was waiting to waltz in her place. “Tak, yes, of course,” she said.

      Humming the tune from the final song at the anniversary ball, she waltzed on bare toes around the queen’s dayroom with her feather companion. Mere hours ago, the ballroom had been filled with the sounds of stringed instruments and swishing skirts. There had been long tables of puff pastries and rows of men in cravats, and oh, how she had longed to join the dancing. She breathed deeply to catch the scent of the hundreds of roses and gerberas and lilies still standing at attention downstairs.

      Nadzia bowed again to her duster and returned to her duties with a contented yawn. She stopped by the door to the queen’s bedchamber and pressed her ear to the ancient oak. Not a sound. Should she wake her? The queen had never slept so late.

      Nie. Let her sleep. Soon there would be no sleep in the household for months.

      Nadzia moved on to dusting the vases on the mantel. The round-bottomed red one was her favorite and she took it down to gently sweep the feathers into its neck. It would look lovely with a bouquet of white peonies from downstairs.

      “Nadzia!” The queen’s voice carried through the walls.

      The girl ran to the door and flung it open, the vase still in hand. “Yes, my queen?”

      She stood by her enormous fireplace, her bedclothes draped gracefully about her large and growing midsection. Her eyes were rimmed with red. The door connecting her chambers to the king’s shut with a loud crack, and she blinked before taking a step forward. Her hands shook as she pulled back her hair and smiled.

      “You are my most trusted servant and friend. I am sorry to have to send you away.”

      “Send me away, m’lady?” Nadzia squeaked. Her breath caught in her throat. She had served the queen since the day of the royal wedding. She had never so much as spilled a drop of tea nor scorched a piece of silk. To be sent away was to be shamed. What would her mother think to have her stumbling back up the mountain in disgrace?

      The queen, as if sensing Nadzia’s thoughts, shook her head. Her eyes were kind. “It is because you are my most trusted friend that I give you this task,” she said gently. “You will remain in my service, and I will continue to provide for you. You and Esmerelda. You must go to her in the mountains.”

      Nadzia’s knees regained some strength. The queen was not dismissing her.

      “My stepsisters…” The queen’s voice faltered. “They have married the Burgosov twins.”

      Nadzia dropped the vase. Glass shattered at her feet, red shards strewn on the cream tiles like blood.

      The queen flinched. “Once they have convinced their husbands to break the peace treaty, they will come for me.” She held up a muslin-wrapped package. “They will come for the dress.”

      Nadzia ran forward, cutting her toe on a piece of glass. She wrapped her arms around the queen’s neck. “Come with me. We will all be safe in the mountains.”

      The queen pulled Nadzia’s arms away and pressed the maid’s hand to her swollen belly. “My time is too soon. Nie, I cannot make it.”

      Nadzia felt the skin under the thin nightdress, taut as a round drum. And underneath, the child poking as if in a morning stretch.

      The queen lovingly stroked the muslin package. “This dress means the kingdom to me, and only you can keep it safe. Find Esmerelda, and leave this land,” she commanded as she shoved the package into Nadzia’s arms. Next, she pulled something from her pocket. “Thank you for lending me your necklace for the ball. It was a perfect match. But you must wear it now and always. It will be our sign.”

      Nadzia touched the amber pendant as the queen clasped it around her neck. Her mother’s necklace. It felt right to have it back again. The faint scent of old pine forest wafted up as the amber warmed to her skin. No other necklace emitted a scent such as this. It reminded her of home. Of safety.

      “Tell no one where you are going. Esmerelda has bound us together, and we will find each other. If not me, my daughter. It is her legacy. Do this for me, I beg you.”
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          POLAND, SEPTEMBER 16, 1939

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s go now, Adalbert,” Elsie whispered in Polish. Her elderly hand clenched her husband’s shoulder.

      “Nie! A few more minutes. He’ll be here.” Adalbert wiped the sweat off his brow. Out of habit he looked up to search for signs of rain. The calm night sky was so different from his racing heart.

      “The train,” Elsie spoke again. Her quiet voice was loud in this lonely stretch of woods. She leaned on the steamer trunk carefully hidden in the bushes. “We must leave. We can’t be here when the second invasion…”

      Adalbert nodded. They had waited long enough. Perhaps he had given too much credence to the magic. He turned to go when a faint crunch of footsteps sounded on the gravel.

      The couple pressed closer into the safety of the trees and Adalbert gave the signal, a quick raven caw.

      The footsteps stopped. There was a rustling and the steps changed direction. An answering bird whistle.

      Beside him, Elsie relaxed, leaning her shoulder into his side. Together, they walked out of the shadows, leaving the trunk in hiding.

      The scout handed Adalbert a card. “Here is your contact point when the war is over.”

      Adalbert pocketed the card without looking. He handed the scout a slip of paper. “We will stay in Europe as long as we can. But if we must leave the continent, here is our intention.” On the paper Elsie had scrawled the last address she had for her sister in New York City, America.

      The scout took the paper and tucked it in his pocket. “Godspeed,” he said and then was gone.

      Adalbert and Elsie wasted no time in gathering their meager belongings. They kept to the shadows as they headed down the dirt road that would take them through Romania, to France, then possibly on to America. Though Adalbert had ruminated on the plan a hundred times, a small twinge of guilt pierced his thoughts.

      Elsie bumped into him, the way she used to when they were dating. “Stop it,” she said scolding. “You are too old. Your first allegiance is to the legacy of the queen. We cannot help Poland tonight. They are coming and we cannot stop them. God be merciful.”

      She was right, again. Already he was winded and his lungs burned.

      They traveled through Constanza, Efori, Malta, picking up and delivering small packages in addition to safekeeping the trunk.

      The war was worse than expected and when Adalbert was detained in Yugoslavia it was only by miracle that he was let go. The time had come to leave the continent. Although they could no longer go through France, there was an escape through Bombay, India.

      At last, on the ship to America, Adalbert began to relax as he ate apple pie with the other refugees. Mashed potatoes, steak, peas, and apple pie! A wonder. But Elsie had trouble. She tried to stay up on deck to get fresh air, but she was queasy and felt better lying down on the floor of her room. It was for the best. One of them should be with the trunk at all times. The queen’s legacy had never been moved such a great distance.
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          NEW YORK CITY, SPRING 1944

        

      

    

    
      Kate Allen, wearing proper hat and gloves took a deep breath before opening the door to Horizon Studios’ waiting room. She immediately backed out, bumping into her mother. There had to be about a hundred girls here. All vying for the role of Girl Next Door.

      “It’s kind of full in there,” she warned, making her eyes plead for mercy. Hopefully her mother didn’t have the time to wait, given her recent promotion to assistant to the manager of Women’s Wear at the department store.

      “Go in, we’re late,” said Mother, nudging Kate unceremoniously through the door. “I pulled some strings to get you on the list.”

      The receptionist frowned and handed Mom a clipboard to sign. “Go ahead and take a seat. They’ll call her in a few minutes.”

      Simply thinking about having her name called made Kate’s stomach lurch. She’d never auditioned for a movie before. Sure, she’d gone on plenty of go-sees for modeling ever since her mother had decided Kate had something special. Her old modeling coach (before Mom fired her) assured them the nerves would go away with practice, but that wasn’t happening. Neither were the jobs. Aside from the department store fashion shows, they’d only landed one—a local shoe advertisement. Apparently, Kate’s feet had talent.

      After finding two empty seats, Kate sat beside a brunette wearing a flowered drawstring dress from Altman’s. She smiled at the girl, who was too busy biting her fingernails to notice. Kate stared at her own hands, cleverly tucked into white kid gloves so she wouldn’t do the same.

      “Anything from Dad?” she asked, trying to cut off any advice before her mom started in.

      “No,” Mom answered distractedly as she rifled through her handbag. “Our fashion show tomorrow has me scatterbrained. I’ve got so much to do in the next twenty-four hours.” She looked up from her purse. “Well, you’re the prettiest one here, that’s for certain.”

      She said it too loudly, and the mother sitting across from them frowned. Oh boy. Kate looked out the window at the wiggling spring leaves on the Norway maples.

      “It’s the truth,” Mom said in a softer voice, but again, too loud. She took out a cigarette.

      Kate pulled at the pearls on her gloves while the sweat trickled between her shoulder blades. By the time her name was finally called, her nerves were as tight as the girdle Mom made her wear.

      “Sadie Young, Yvonne Whitehouse, Katherine Allen, Fran Marshall.”

      Fran Marshall? Kate sucked in a breath. When Kate landed shoes, Fran landed a national baking soda campaign. She was all Mom talked about.

      “Oh, look!” Mother smiled and waved across the room to catch Fran’s attention. “We were lucky to book her for the fashion show when we did.”

      Ignoring the exchange, Kate stood and smoothed her aqua-blue skirt, questioning every decision she had made that morning. From the gloves, to the skirt, to wearing her grandmother’s antique amber necklace. Kate touched her throat, but there was no hidden lump under the collar of her blouse where the necklace should have been. Her heart skipped a beat. Of all the things to lose.

      The only reason she wore it today was for courage. Babcia always knew the right things to say and do, and Kate thought the necklace might help steady her nerves.

      While her mother was busy signaling Fran, Kate surreptitiously searched the floor, looking in between beige sling-backs, colorful Mary Janes, a peep-toe, and several wedges. As she retraced her steps to the receptionist, she kept her gaze on the ground. It wasn’t there. She made a move to go outside and check the street when Mother grabbed her by the shoulders.

      “This way.” She pushed Kate toward the other girls, hastily putting out her cigarette in a silver ashtray along the way.

      “No mothers,” the clipboard woman snapped. “Just the girls.” She turned on her heel and led the group forward like a conga line.

      Kate followed, expecting Mom to spout off some insult in Polish, but the employee’s stern expression must have made her sit back down.

      Bright lights pointed at a platform up front where a scene had been set: a blue sofa with some flowered pillows and a blanket, a chair, a coffee table, and a rag rug. Three men sat in front of the stage at a table littered with papers, coffee cups, and three overflowing ashtrays.

      Kate’s perceptive eye took it all in. There was also a record player. Would she have to sing? Dance? If she still had the stick of Wrigley’s her mom made her spit out, she would have swallowed it right then and there.

      The rest of the auditorium plunged into darkness that went on forever. Her whole school could be watching, and she wouldn’t know it.

      “All right, girls,” said the man with wire-framed glasses. “One by one, sit on the sofa. Tell us your full name, age, then say the line, ‘I can’t wait for the boys to come home.’”

      A coed—from Barnard College, judging by her sweater—sashayed over to the sofa and sat down, crossing her ankles. “Hi, I’m Sadie Luanne Young, eighteen, and I can’t wait for the boys to come home.” Sadie Luanne Young beamed as she stepped back in line.

      She probably couldn’t wait for the boys to come home. Most likely, she was one of the girls down at the canteen dancing with the soldiers every night before they shipped out. She was perfect for the role. She’d lived it already.

      Fran stepped into the living room scene next.

      Kate clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking. Visions of past auditions flashed through her mind. She’d heard it from enough talent agents: “You’re a beautiful gal, love the long lashes, can live with the brown locks. No poise. Take some classes.” Why would today be any different? She should walk out now and find her necklace before someone else⁠—

      The judges were looking at her. It was her turn already. When did the other girl go?

      Kate chewed her lower lip while making her way to the sofa. She picked up a pillow and hugged it when she sat down. “I’m Katherine Marie Allen,” her voice edged out. Realizing the pillow might look like a shield, she put it back, rearranging it with the other pillows until it looked right.

      She swallowed, trying to get moisture to her throat, and spoke louder. “I’ll be fifteen next month, and I can’t wait for the boys to come home.” She jumped up and folded the blanket, placing it just so on the back of the sofa. On her way past the chair, she angled it so it was easier to get by. The directors should have thought of that already.

      Back in line, Kate stared somewhere over the casting directors’ heads. I can’t believe I just rearranged their set. Josie’s going to die when I tell her.

      The man with the glasses cleared his throat. “Next, girls, we’d like to see you jitterbug.” He snapped his fingers, and a teen-age boy who’d been hidden in the darkness walked out to the center of the room. As he drew closer, the other girls whispered eagerly to one another.

      He was tall with flipped-back dark-brown hair, wearing blue jeans and a button-down shirt with the top button open and a white T-shirt underneath. Kate had no idea who he was, but based on the reactions of the older girls, they did.

      He smiled at each of the hopefuls, and when he looked at Kate, her ears burned like the New York asphalt outside.

      The man closest to the record player leaned over and switched it on. Out blasted the Andrews Sisters’ “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy.”

      Kate smiled in relief. She’d danced a hundred times to this old song. It would be a cinch after all.

      The boy grabbed Sadie’s hand, and the two jitterbugged in front of the casting table. Working his way from girl to girl, he finally reached Kate. He grinned and held out his hand to her. “Care to dance?”

      When Kate made eye contact, her stomach did a jitterbug of its own. She didn’t expect his eyes to be so Frank Sinatra blue. Blue like the early-morning sky. She shyly ducked her chin, forgetting for a moment this was an audition.

      Without warning, he yanked her in front of the three men and their clipboards and swung her around like she was a teen-age Shirley Temple. He pulled her close and whispered, “Relax, doll, you’re doing swell.”

      His warm breath tickled her ear, and she leaned into him. Girl Next Door might be an okay role after all. She could help the war effort by increasing morale and have fun at the same time. She put a little extra oomph into her next kick…

      But before she knew it, she was flat on the floor, her elbow smacking into the wood with a painful pop. The poor boy let go of her hand as he stumbled to keep from falling on top of her. The music stopped, and the hush in the room stretched thin like the silence after an air-raid drill. The boy lifted Kate to her feet. He shrugged, let go of her hand, and walked back into the darkness.

      She kept her eyes glued to her saddle shoes. Her tailbone smarted, and her elbow felt like the skin had rubbed raw and started bleeding. No one asked if she was okay. It took every bit of self-control she had to stay put and wait for the directors to finish their notes and say something. It didn’t matter anyway. All she wanted now was to get out and find her missing necklace.

      When Babcia had given her the family heirloom she had said, “You seem a little lost. Perhaps this will help you find your way.” The necklace had come from Poland, and Babcia had given it to Kate during the days after Pearl Harbor was bombed but before she became so ill that speaking was the same as gasping for breath.

      What was an audition compared to a war?

      The man in the middle spoke for the first time. He had a deep, leading-man-type voice. “Thank you, ladies. If we’re interested in you, we’ll be in touch.”

      Kate flew to the door, ahead of the other girls. Quickly, she pulled off a glove and wiped at her tears before anyone could see them.

      Mom stood on the other side of the door, a fresh cigarette in hand, and tried to get in the room. The assistant held up her hand like a stop sign. “They’ll let you know if they want her to come back. We’ve got your phone number.” She stepped around them and called for the next group of girls. “Margaret Tannenbaum…”

      Dozens of pretty heads turned to watch them walk out. Kate tried not to look at Fran, knowing she’d have that self-satisfied smirk on her face. But when Kate walked by, Fran tilted her head in a tough-break-when-your-mother-embarrasses-you kind of way.

      Kate responded with a small smile. Maybe Fran had a heart after all. Maybe they’d seen each other at enough auditions that they could be friendly.

      Then Fran laughed.

      Kate’s smile fell. Why couldn’t Fran act like a decent human for once?

      Outside, she pulled off the other glove and tucked it into her pocket while she scanned the sidewalk looking for her necklace. Worst audition of them all.

      “Well? How did it go? I had my ear pressed against the door, but I couldn’t hear a darn thing.” Mom walked briskly to the bus stop.

      Kate quickened her steps to keep up, eyes focused on every piece of litter. “I wasn’t what they wanted.” Not in a million years, not when they had girls like Miss Sadie Luanne Young from Barnard College, who already looked like a movie star.

      “Why not? You’re perfect for film.” Mom grabbed Kate’s chin. “Look at your skin. Not a blemish on it.”

      The bus arrived, and her mother handed her a nickel. “I’ll see you at home. I left my folder at the store, and I need to work on some things tonight. Get supper started?”

      “Sure.”

      Kate collapsed onto the first open seat where the man in front of her opened a newspaper. The headline read: Surprise Attack Nets Mile Gains in Central Italy. Finally, some good news. With Dad in Italy she’d take any gains for the Allies.

      She settled back into the cushion. One more audition behind her. She repeated the promise she had made to her dad on the day he left. Caught up in his let’s all be there for each other speech, she had volunteered to help mom do whatever she needed to do to make it through the war. Even continuing with auditions.

      For the duration.

      That’s what people said when hard times came—for the duration. You could sacrifice anything for the duration of the war. Last year, she had no idea how she would come to regret her boastful promise.

      At her apartment building, Kate kept an eye out for her necklace but didn’t find it. She stepped into the elevator, ignoring the side glances of the operator. Maybe the necklace fell off in the hallway and was sitting there right now waiting for her.

      “Heard from any of your overseas relatives lately?” he asked.

      “We’re not close.” Kate answered with a raised eyebrow. Bob generally stuck to talking about the weather. “And we haven’t heard from Dad in a while.”

      “My son’s over there,” he said. “Same as your daddy.” He gave her an awkward pat on the shoulder. “Here’s your floor.” He glanced over her head and pointed with his chin. “He’s a bit sensitive about that trunk,” he whispered. “Didn’t want me touching it none.”

      “Who is?” Kate asked as the doors closed. She stared apprehensively down the hallway to her apartment. In front of her door stood a very old, very tired looking couple. And at their feet, an even older looking steamer trunk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The thin, gray-haired man held his felt fedora in hand and took a protective step in front of the woman and trunk.

      “Hello?” Kate called out as she walked down the hallway, eyes still scanning for the necklace.

      The frail woman leaned around the man and smiled. A red kerchief tied back her white hair and she wore a full, though terribly faded, dirndl peasant skirt. “Hello, dziecko,” she said in a quiet voice.

      That thick accent! It was like hearing her grandmother’s voice after all these years.

      “We are looking for Katarzyna Petrov. Is she being home?”

      Kate shook her head. Obviously they weren’t very close to Babcia or they would have known about her long illness. “My grandmother died two years ago.”

      The couple’s eyes met and the woman reached for the man’s hand. Her expression was blank, like the news was not that surprising to her, and yet she seemed to be communicating something to him.

      “We are names Adalbert and Elsie Oberlin,” said the man in the same thick accent. “We are being here from Poland.”

      “Katarzyna was my sister,” added the woman, Elsie. “May I be asking, how she died?”

      Shocked, Kate quickly mapped her family tree. If this woman was Babcia’s sister, that would mean she was Kate’s great aunt. The one who had done something terrible to Babcia, though no one would say what. Kate let a protective wall go up.

      “Cancer. She was sick for many weeks.”

      A flicker of pain crossed Elsie’s face. She stepped forward and gave Kate a hug, kissing one cheek, the other, then back to the first. She blinked rapidly as if to keep her tears in check. “And you are my sister’s wnuczka? So nice to be meeting you. You look same in the eyes.”

      Aunt Elsie pronounced VNOOCH-kah, granddaughter, exactly like Babcia. The ache in her heart she hadn’t felt in months returned. Taken off guard, Kate almost forgot her manners. “My mother will be home soon. Would you like to come in?”

      “Dziekuje, thank you.”

      Adalbert struggled to bring in the steamer trunk, setting it down inside the door. The trunk was made with ancient wood bound by two leather straps.

      Kate took extra care to examine the trunk since Bob had pointed it out. A faded coat of arms was painted on the lid, the same coat of arms that was on the box that held her amber necklace. The red shield that formed the background was divided into three areas: one with a white eagle, another a horseman, and the third a crown. The white eagle she recognized from her scrapbook of Polish things. It was on Poland’s crest.

      Elsie caught her staring at the trunk and had such a peculiar expression on her face that Kate bent down to scratch an imaginary itch on her leg.

      “This is home being where my sister lived?” asked Elsie.

      Kate took another good look at the crest. “Yes. She and I shared the bedroom in there.”

      “We share room when children, Kasia and me. In Poland.” She sighed. “We were best of friends when little. Together we play with our dolls.”

      Kate tried to imagine her white-haired, stout, strong-talking Babcia as a little girl. The earliest picture they had of her was when she was a young mother, holding a baby boy that had lived only a few weeks. They had no pictures whatsoever of her European family.

      Elsie looked at the flowered couch with longing in her eyes. “I may sit?”

      “Of course.” Kate rushed forward to remove her brother’s varsity jacket and newspapers.

      Meanwhile, Adalbert made his way to the window. He pressed himself against the wall and pulled away the curtain from the side to steal a look onto the street below.

      “Is everything okay?” Kate asked.

      “Is fine,” he answered abruptly before taking the chair opposite Elsie. He sat on the edge of his seat, his knee bouncing.

      “Have you eaten?” Kate asked on her way to the refrigerator. It was the first question her grandmother would ask visitors and she was sure Babcia would ask this of her sister, no matter what had happened between them. She pulled out some cheese and bread, glad she had food to offer and something to keep her hands busy. She cut a scant amount of cheese, a rationed item, and put out a generous amount of bread to make up for it. She put the food out and then got started making stew.

      Elsie adjusted her position on the sofa so she could look into the kitchen. “Tak. Thank you. Is being long day this day.”

      “How did you escape the war, if you don’t mind me asking?” There was a LIFE magazine hidden between the mattress and box spring in her parent’s room. Mother had brought it home to show her and her brother about the war in Poland, but when she saw how graphic the article was, she hid it. Of course Kate found the magazine and read it anyway. The thought of the pictures still turned her stomach. She didn’t know how anyone could come from there after all these years.

      Before Elsie could answer, angry voices traveling down the hallway broke into the quiet apartment. The lock turned over in the door handle and in burst Mother and Floyd.

      “Oh, and wait until your father finds out. He’ll be furious,” Mother was saying.

      “No he won’t, because he’ll understand.”

      Kate froze, wondering what their guests were thinking. She smiled apologetically at Elsie. Their family didn’t always fight. At least, they hadn’t before Floyd started talking about going off to fly airplanes.

      “Oh. Hello?” questioned Mother, stopping in the doorway, looking from Adalbert to Elsie to Kate.

      Floyd rushed in right behind her with his basketball wedged in the crook of his left arm and his high school textbooks in the other.

      Kate set down the knife she was using to cut the vegetables. “This is Adalbert and Elsie Oberlin, Babcia’s sister and brother-in-law from Poland.”

      Mom let out a tiny gasp and clasped her hands in front of her face like she was praying. “Poland! But the war…”

      Aunt Elsie embraced Mother with a kiss on each cheek and back again, like she had done for Kate.

      “Little Deborah. You have grown.”

      “Yes, well. I can’t believe you are here.” Mother wrung her hands. There was no light in her polite smile. In fact, her smile looked as hard as the mannequin in the window of the Harmon-Craig department store.

      Floyd reached out and shook Adalbert’s hand before getting the same embrace from him. “How did you get here?” Floyd asked, astonished. “Not across the Atlantic?”

      “From India. Is being long journey.”

      “I can’t wait to hear it. I just came from enlisting, myself.”

      Kate reached out a hand to steady herself against the table. “You what?” Sure, he talked about the war all the time and read up on all the newspapers. But volunteering for war? He was barely draft age. This was too soon.

      “Me and Jimmy signed up after school. I’d probably get called up anyway. This way I can go on my own accord.”

      Adalbert glanced at Mom before he nodded to Floyd. “There is much need. You do family proud to stand for freedom.”

      Floyd grinned like he’d just been handed the Silver Star for extreme heroism. There’d be no talking sense into him now.

      Over dinner, Adalbert told how they escaped from Poland by night train as the Soviets were lining up to invade their country as part of the secret agreement that had been made with Nazi Germany.

      Elsie held her hands to her head. “It has been keeping long journey. We travel, what is word? Underground? At night. Through woods. No normal roads because of war. First the Nazis, then the Soviets. The Soviet invasion began morning after we leave. We escape Poland in time, but…” her eyes flickered to Adalbert, “we make stops on way. Little packages to deliver. Such terrible suffering we are seeing.”

      Elsie paused for a bite of bread and Adalbert picked up the story.

      “Last June we sailed from Bombay, India to California aboard USS Hermitage. Wonderful American ship. They feed us two times a day. For a starving people, this is amazing. Over seven hundred peoples so very grateful. We go to refugee camp in Mexico.” He ended his explanation there and took a slice of bread, carefully adding one piece of cheese.

      “You’ve been through so much,” Kate said. But they made it. That gave her hope for her father. “And then how did you find us?”

      “I met your matka one time when she is little girl.” Elsie began again. “Katarzyna brought her on trip to Poland. She wear, how you say, hair?” Elsie mimed hair swinging on the sides of her head.

      “Pigtails?”

      Elsie beamed. “Yes, the pigtails.” The elderly woman’s smile dimmed. “That is last time I saw Katarzyna.” She placed her palm over her heart again and breathed deeply. “So many words not said.”

      Kate frowned at her mother. “You never told us you went to Poland.”

      “It was a long time ago. I don’t remember much.”

      No one seemed to remember much. Last Kate knew, all ties had been cut with that side of the family decades ago. It was one of those subjects no one talked about. Perhaps now, some of those subjects would get an overdue hearing.
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      “The time is late,” Adalbert finally said. “Where is there the hotel nearby?” He returned to the window and peered down into the street.

      “Uncle and Aunt are welcome to stay here,” said Mom, lapsing into the formal Polish that Grandmother had tried to teach them all. She looked around, like she was lost. “Uncle and Aunt may have Kate’s room.”

      Finally, something Kate could do for the war effort that cost her. Helping refugees who were also your relatives may be a small thing, but it was something.

      “Nie, nie. I am fine tailor. I find jobs and the home.”

      “The department store where I work may have an opening. You can come with me tomorrow. And if not there, you could check the Garment District,” Mom said. “But you need somewhere for tonight.”

      “My room’s this way.” Kate led them toward the bedroom. “You, I mean, Uncle and Aunt can bring the trunk in here.”

      Adalbert followed with the awkward trunk and set it to rest against the wall near the dresser. He started to leave the room, but Elsie tilted her head toward the window. He frowned but did as Elsie had silently prompted. She looked anxiously on while he peered out the lace curtains.

      “Is something wrong?” asked Kate.

      “We followed,” said Elsie simply.

      Adalbert cut her short. “No one followed. Everyone we leave behind. Sometimes, Elsie forgets we safe now.”

      “We never safe. The Burgosovs never give up.” She turned to Kate. “Remember these words I spoke.”

      Kate nodded, but inwardly, she asked: Who were the Burgosovs? It wasn’t a Polish word she was familiar with. Maybe they were a secret police force. Before she could ask, Mom came in the room with fresh sheets.

      Elsie said the word for “thank-you” in Polish. It sounded like jen-ku-je. Her face changed, lit up, like she hadn’t been talking about someone following them.

      Mom and Adalbert returned to the living room, leaving Kate alone with Elsie, who was looking at the items on Kate’s dresser: a jewelry box, a round bowl filled with Babcia’s elaborate pisanki Easter eggs, a handful of paper stars, and a stack of letters from Dad. On the wall above hung an intricate paper cutout Babcia had made of a pair of girls dancing around a large flower.

      “Who did you say was—” Kate started to ask when Elsie sniffled.

      “I am too late.” She pulled a handkerchief out from her sleeve and dabbed at her eyes. “I missed my sister.”

      “I’m sure she would have wanted to see you, I mean, Aunt, too.” Kate would never get used to the formal language. Her aunt and uncle would just have to get used to American ways, quickly.

      Elsie shook her head. “Is best this way. Is my doing.” She tucked the handkerchief away and returned to the items on the dresser. “Did Kasia make pisanki?” Elsie examined the delicate eggs, her fingers hesitating over the blue one. “Our mama was best in village.” She selected the egg decorated with a fancy cross, its bright red, green, and yellow colors standing out against the black background.

      “She taught me, but I don’t have the patience to work at it as long as she did.”

      “Kasia patient. Not like me. Always rushing forward made trouble.”

      While Elsie looked through Babcia’s things, Kate changed the sheets on the bed.

      “You keep being Polish?” Elsie asked. “My sister teach Polish ways?”

      Kate smoothed the bedspread, recalling Babcia doing this very thing every morning. “She started teaching me the language before she got sick, but I’m afraid I don’t remember much.”

      “Oh. I teach you Polish. You are young and learn fast.”

      “I’d like that.” Kate looked up from the bed and smiled.

      A glimmer from the floor underneath the door caught her attention. The necklace. How did it get there? Kate picked it up and held it to the light.

      Elsie gave a cry and stepped forward, uncomfortably close. “You have amber necklace!” She reached out as if to grab the pendant but stopped, leaving her hand hovering over it like it was a hot stove and she was afraid to touch it.

      “Babcia always wore it,” Kate whispered. Even now she could picture her grandmother staring into the flecked honey amber in the morning sunlight when she thought Kate was still sleeping. It was then that Kate imagined Babcia was thinking of her homeland.

      “Ha!” said Elsie in a hard outburst. “In Poland she not leave everything behind. My sister is clever.” She paced around the room, letting loose a string of whispered Polish words.

      The only word Kate recognized was siostra, sister.

      Elsie’s gaze darted to the necklace, and instinctively, Kate wrapped her fingers around the pendant. Elsie mimicked the motion. “We say amber is Baltic gold. Sun-shape necklace is special, made in Gdansk, where amber washes up from Baltic Sea. Is very, very old. I thought it disappear forever.”

      “Babcia said it has been in the family for centuries.”

      “Tak.” Her voice was tight. “Kasia gave it to you. I surprised to find it in America.”

      Kate began to feel defensive. “She said it was part of my heritage,” Kate murmured, almost to herself. She traced the smooth amber between her fingers. As it warmed, the faint pine scent tickled her nose.

      Elsie stood near the trunk. “What you see on this wood?” she asked.

      Startled at the change in topic, Kate looked where Elsie pointed to the crest on the steamer trunk.

      “I see you look when we come in,” Elsie said.

      “Oh, I wasn’t trying to be nosy. I recognized our family crest on there. With the eagle and the horseman and the crown…” Kate let her voice trail off as she tried to decipher the look on Elsie’s face.

      “You see crest?” she asked, an unusual edge to her voice.

      “The one on the lid?” Of course she could see it.

      “Is faint, most people not see,” Elsie said. She looked past Kate to Adalbert, standing in the doorway. Her eyes narrowed questioningly at him. “But is not our family crest. Is royal crest. Why you say is our family crest?”

      “I’ve seen it before.” On the box for the amber necklace, but Kate didn’t want to tell Elsie that. “You must be tired,” she said, searching for an excuse to leave the cramped space. The air was beginning to fill with the untold secrets of sisters. She fastened the heirloom around her neck in case Elsie had a mind to pick it up and add it to their trunk. “Good night,” she said.

      “I’m hittin’ the hay, too,” Floyd called out. “’Night, all. Have fun sleeping on the couch, kiddo.” He tossed a round pillow at Kate.

      “You can sleep in my room, if you’d like,” Mother said. “But no squirming.” She turned out the living room lights.

      “No promises.”

      Kate flopped onto the edge of the bed and watched her mother unclasp her dangly gold earrings and set them on her dresser. “What do you know about the Oberlins?”

      Mother slapped her watch down beside her earrings with a clack against the wood. “I know all I want to know about them. We have a few relatives in Poland and other countries in Europe, but not a one of them did a thing to help my mother and father when they needed it most.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My parents were poorer than poor. Father scraped together everything he had to come to America for a new beginning. He had no family. But my mother’s family? They had some kind of treasure, but no one was sharing. Babcia mentioned it once, during our trip to Poland, and then she refused to talk about it again.”

      A treasure? Kate’s thoughts jumped to the trunk.

      “Well, as my mother would say, hunger will lead a fox out of the forest. The treasure must be gone if they’re showing up on our doorstep poorer than two church mice. I don’t know how they’ve survived as long as they have in the war. At their age? It’s all rather strange.” She took her nightgown out of the dresser drawer. “And don’t you get overly friendly with them. Elsie is not your grandmother.”

      Kate started to protest when mother held up her hand.

      “I saw you two in the kitchen. Don’t get attached.”

      While Mother was in the bathroom, Kate padded over to Floyd’s bedroom and knocked softly. Fighter airplane posters plastered the door from top to bottom. If Floyd had his way, he’d be flying one of those at the end of his training. And if he knew what was good for him he’d better be the best flying ace out there.

      “Babcia had a rift with the Oberlins.” Kate whispered as soon as he opened the door. “Over a family treasure or something.”

      “So?” he asked, stifling a yawn.

      “Don’t you want to know what it was about?”

      “Got nothin’ to do with me.”

      He would care if it had something to do with an airplane. “Well, don’t you think it’s strange how they escaped the war? They could be spies.”

      Floyd raised his eyebrows. “You and Josie see too many movies.”

      She dropped her chin so Floyd couldn’t read her face and see that he guessed correctly about the movies. She and Josie saw every spy flick they could. She tried a different approach.

      “Did you notice how possessive they are with that trunk? They won’t let anyone near it.”

      “Don’t be silly. They’ve come from Poland. Probably everything they owned was taken from them. It’s only natural to hold on to what they’ve got now.”

      “What do you make of the royal crest painted on it?”

      “What crest? It’s a plain old wooden trunk. Now go to bed.” Floyd closed his door.

      Kate pressed her forehead against the cool doorframe. She didn’t really think the Oberlins were spies, but she wanted Floyd to know that she thought about the war, too.

      As she turned back to her mother’s bedroom, she heard low voices and noticed that the door to her bedroom had popped open, shining a thin beam of light onto the tattered rug. The knob needed a good tug if you wanted to keep the door closed.

      “Is her.” Elsie’s voice was insistent.

      “Nie. Is too young. What about boy?” Adalbert answered.

      “The girl. I am right.”

      The skin on Kate’s arms prickled. What was Elsie right about?

      “What of the mother?” he asked.

      “Is bitter. Katarzyna said something.”

      There was an answering grunt, and then the light clicked off. The voices continued in hushed Polish, leaving Kate wondering what they were talking about.

      Hunger will lead a fox out of the forest. Mother didn’t trust them. Babcia had cut ties with them. No matter how nice Elsie was, Kate would have to keep her guard up until she knew what they were really here for.
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      Tuesday night, all the store models crammed into the back of Women’s Wear to get powdered and painted, hair curled and set. Kate’s own hair was swept up into a stylish victory roll: one short roll curled back on the left and a taller, swirly one on the right.

      “Hold still, Kate,” Mom mumbled through the metal stickpins clenched between her teeth. Her heavily made-up eyes narrowed while she strategically pinned the pale-blue sundress. “We’ve only got forty minutes until the show starts.”

      Kate stopped wiggling but poked at her itchy scalp trapped under the extra-wide brim of the designer cartwheel hat her mother wanted her to wear. Forty minutes to worry herself into a tizzy.

      “Leave the hat alone. It’s darling.” Her mother arranged the lines of the sundress, noting where the waistline hit Kate’s slender middle.

      Mom stepped back to examine the look. “This dress is a Mainbocher. Man. Bou. Shey.” She said it as if the designer name explained everything. “Most girls have to sign up for the Waves and join the war to be blessed enough to wear one of his designs.”

      Kate rolled her eyes at the thought of women across the great U.S. of A. signing up for the navy so they could wear designer uniforms.

      Air. She needed air. The room was too stuffy, and she was feeling light-headed. A thousand different perfumes mixed into a dangerous concoction. She began to sway a little.

      “I’m almost
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