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We know that a man can read Goethe or Rilke in the evening, that he can play Bach or Schubert, and go to his day’s work at Auschwitz in the morning.
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ONE





A heavy layer of mist covered the village of Kulik, disclosing a few chimneys and thatch roofs as if they were suspended in the air.


I sat in the back of the wagon, clutching the bag of food, and listened to the wheels turning and the horse’s trot.


Mrs Pejzak sat in the front holding the reins, her back towards me. ‘Giddy up,’ she called out to the horse, hitting him across the back whenever he slowed down.


The horse too could barely be seen, and it seemed as if we were sitting on a cloud being pulled by some magic force.


Perhaps all this is a dream, I thought. When I wake I’ll find Mrs Pejzak and Genia gone.


Every week on market day, Mrs Pejzak drove into Siedliszcze. She would sell some produce and buy a dress or pair of shoes, matches, oil, or a reel of thread. Usually Genia would accompany her and I’d be left behind to feed the pigs and the chickens, take care of the cows, and wait impatiently for their return with messages from my mother.


For the first time since leaving home I was now going to see my mother. There are so many things I want to tell her. She’ll be so surprised; she probably doesn’t even expect me! What will she say when she unties the bundle and finds a loaf of bread, some potatoes, a small sack of flour, and three eggs?


I pressed this treasure against my body and could see my mother’s dark eyes beaming with pride.


The same eyes weeks earlier had covered my cheeks with tears. ‘He’s only a child, Mrs Pejzak. How can I let him go?’


‘I’m not a child any more,’ I answered indignantly. ‘I’m ten!’


‘You’re nine, Jankele.’ My mother smiled. I lowered my head.


‘Well, I’m almost ten, and don’t call me Jankele; my name is Jakob.’


The mist lifted, and a slow-rising sun appeared. The countryside now visible was moving away from me revealing mud houses with small windows and crooked chimneys from which black smoke rose, here and there a cowhand taking his herd to pasture, a cock waking the village.


In a meadow, an old farmer was ploughing. By the roadside an angry dog barked, and over the road loomed an ancient dead tree. Under it rested a stone on a crudely made grave. Buried in the cold ground beneath was my grandfather, Shie Chuen the cobbler from Pawia Street in Warsaw, but for a split second I imagined he was running behind our wagon, wearing his brown leather coat and hat with earflaps. Icicles hung from his nostrils and beard, and his worn black boots were caked with snow. One hand held the burlap bag over his right shoulder, the other reached towards me, and he called, ‘Jankele, wait! I need a ride into town.’


Several times Mrs Pejzak turned to look at me, and once, she tossed me a wink. I cracked a smile and began to sing a song Genia had taught me about an orphan named Jasio:








Driving the cows to pasture, Jasio plays the flute,


But what sad sounds drift, drift afar.


The shepherd boy plays but in his heart there is grief.


Why do you play so, Jasio? What troubles you?


Is your life on this earth so unbearable? Tell, tell me.











We now crossed a wooden bridge, entered the town, and were soon driving through winding narrow streets. It was unnaturally quiet; not a living creature to be seen, except a cat roaming the rooftops. Broken household articles littered the roads, and echoing through the streets was the horrible sound of uncontrolled laughter.


I was stunned. Mrs Pejzak lashed the horse, and ordered, ‘Giddy up.’ The horse began to gallop; the wagon jumped and shook along the cobbled road, then came to a sudden halt in the marketplace.


The stalls were not there. The square was deserted, and loose pillow feathers hung in the air like snowflakes in winter. Across the square two peasants lugged a chest of drawers out of a house. Another struggled with a mattress, a third a sewing machine; a young girl wrapped in a coat pirouetted like a ballerina.


An aged man, bent in half and clutching a tailor’s dummy, suddenly materialised beside us.


‘Praised be Jesus Christ!’ said Mrs Pejzak.


And the man answered, ‘For all the ages. Amen.’


‘What’s going on?’ she asked.


‘You should have been here earlier, sister. There’s nothing left.’ The old man’s eyes slowly widened and he set the dummy down. ‘In the middle of the night, the Germans took all the Jews away. They marched them out like a herd of cattle. There isn’t one left.’


‘Dear Jesus!’ exclaimed Mrs Pejzak, and made the sign of the cross.


For a moment, I sat paralysed. Then I bolted off the wagon and ran. My feet pounded the cobbled road and carried me faster than I had ever imagined possible. The houses seemed to be removed from their foundations, and reclined at different angles; sometimes they appeared to sway from one side to the other and even turn upside down. Soon they were no more than fast-moving blurs passing in front of my eyes.


Mrs Pejzak. I’ve left Mrs Pejzak. Why am I even thinking about Mrs Pejzak? But what if she needs my help? What about Genia? Has she taken the cows to pasture? Why do I persist in thinking about these things?


The small crooked window of my home was now before me. I hoped to see my little brother Josele’s face in it and hear him shout, ‘Mama, Mama, Jankele is home!’ But the glass was shattered and no one looked out from behind the pane.


Isn’t it possible, I thought, that by some miracle, by some fortunate chance, by an act of God, my entire family was still inside? Perhaps they hid in the attic, or in the cellar, or under the bed. Or maybe the Germans who came to deport them took pity and spared them! It’s possible. Why not?


The door lay broken, torn from its hinges. That’s only for appearance, I consoled myself, to make it seem that no one lives here. It’s possible; in fact, it’s very clever.


I entered. Our two pots were still on the stove. A torn straw mattress lay on the floor, a sheet beside it. Several floorboards had been removed and, in the corner, crumpled and smudged, lay a small drawing of Tarzan swinging from a tree.


Uncle Shepsel, I thought. Will I ever see him draw again? Will his voice ever again keep me spellbound for hours with tales of cowboys and Indians in a distant land called America?


‘Mama!’ I whispered. ‘Josele, Uncle Shepsel … don’t be afraid. It’s safe to come out now.’


On the floor among the debris I recognised the two pieces of fur that once adorned my mother’s coat pockets. I picked them up. ‘Josele, Uncle Shepsel, Mama! Please come out. It’s Jankele.’


I must cry. Why can’t I cry? I’ll think of onions, or the little bird I treasured once then found dead, its head crushed between two bars of the cage. I cried then … why can’t I cry now? I must cry. What else can I think of? Quickly, something heartrending has to come to my mind …


Suddenly, I heard footsteps.


Perhaps it’s my mother! It’s possible … why not? No, it’s probably a German coming to get me. I’ll hide … but where? No, why hide? I want to be taken with the others. I’ll go willingly.


I faced the door. Mrs Pejzak’s stocky figure appeared. Her eyes were wet, her head tilted to one side. She made several attempts to say something but nothing came out. She scanned the room, examining the few articles, and finally said, ‘Jakob, we might as well take these.’ I remained silent. ‘If we don’t, some thieves will.’ And she gathered the total sum of what remained of our household into the sheet.


She eyed the pieces of fur I was holding, but I enclosed them in my hand.


‘My mother will be worried about me,’ I finally said.


‘She knows you’re in good hands, my child,’ answered Mrs Pejzak, tying the sheet.


‘How will I manage on my own?’


She fell to her knees, held my face in the palms of her hands, and said, ‘You’re not alone. I’ll look after you always.’


‘There’s no one left from my family.’


‘You have your uncle, what’s his name …?’


‘Moishe?’ I reminded her.


‘Oh yes, Moniek. Isn’t he working for some farmer?’


My Uncle Moishe! How can I find him? What if he was home visiting and was also taken away? How can I find out? Where can I look? I have to find him.


My arm was pulled, and I found myself outside. More looters were now to be seen, with axes and saws, ransacking and fighting for the spoils.


On the outskirts of town we saw others carrying empty burlap bags, walking briskly towards Siedliszcze. As they passed us they shouted, ‘Anything left there, or did you grab everything?’


Again I saw the tree, the grave, the stone; once more my grandfather, Shie Chuen the cobbler, from Pawia Street in Warsaw, was trudging along the snow-covered road.


Suddenly, out of the blinding snowstorm came three German soldiers on horseback, their faces in shadow. One drew his revolver and fired. My grandfather only wavered. The second German aimed. A bullet whistled through the air and found its target. The cobbler groaned, but still stood. The third bullet was the fatal one. The towering old man in the brown leather coat fell to the ground. The burlap bag flew through the air and out of it tumbled pieces of bread, a few frozen potatoes, and cobbler tools.


‘Sing something, Kubus,’ I heard Mrs Pejzak say.


‘Kubus? My name isn’t Kubus.’


‘It’s the same as Jakob,’ she answered, ‘only more fitting for a little boy like you.’


I turned my back to her and in choking tones began to sing:








Driving the cows to pasture, Kubus plays the flute,


But what sad sounds drift, drift afar.


The shepherd boy plays but in his heart there is grief.


Why do you play so, Kubus? What troubles you?


Is your life on this earth so unbearable? Tell, tell me.











And then the tears came, trickling in rivulets down my face.


‘Poor boy, poor boy,’ I heard Mrs Pejzak mutter to herself. The tears filled my eyes and blinded me. The road, the little houses with the straw roofs, seemed to melt.





IN THE EVENING, THE NEIGHBOURS would congregate in Mrs Pejzak’s farmyard. Like Mrs Pejzak, most Kulik inhabitants were Ukrainian. They gossiped, exchanged news, and sang haunting songs. But no matter what the topic, the conversation would invariably lead to Jews.


During my first days at the Pejzaks’ I had heard them complain about the opportunists, swindlers, and lice-infested herring merchants who chiselled and cheated them out of their produce and in turn sold them goods that fell apart after one outing to church. Now that the vendors had vanished, and with them market day, the evening conversations had a different slant.


‘You have to travel as far as Lublin to put something on your back,’ one ruddy-faced woman complained.


‘Those Jews weren’t all bad,’ added another.


Slowly, one after another would reminisce about his or her favourite Jew who was different from the others.


‘Moszek was all right; he sold me a coat twenty years ago and it still looks like the day it left his shop.’


And so it happened that Mrs Pejzak, a Ukrainian, filled the vacuum left by the deported Jews of Siedliszcze. With butter, eggs, bread, and other food, she travelled to the Warsaw Ghetto, and when she returned days later, half the village of Kulik would congregate at her small one-room house, with a queue stretching from her door to the main road. It was hard to believe that for the little produce she took with her she was able to return with so much merchandise: coats, dresses, shoes, underwear, scarves, umbrellas, and socks, things made of lace, wool, fine cotton, embroidered pillowcases, rare jewellery, and countless other goods.


The Jews of Siedliszcze, or for that matter of any town, would have envied her for the brisk trade she carried on. The same day she returned, her suitcases would be emptied and a crowd of angry women would be told that everything was sold, but not to despair, there would be more in a week or two.


I looked at the items being carried out of the house, articles from the Warsaw Ghetto, bought with a portion of butter or a slice of bread, and would wonder who their owners were. Perhaps that scarf or that brooch or maybe this pair of shoes had once belonged to my grandmother, or to one of my aunts, or even to my own mother.


The trips continued. Now farm women from adjoining villages heard of Mrs Pejzak, and they too came running, looking for bargains. The queues grew longer, the bartering louder, and it was surprising to see how adept Mrs Pejzak became in her new profession.


She was no longer a simple, honest, farm woman, but reminded me more of the shrewd market hucksters I’d seen on the corner of Pawia and Smocza in Warsaw. If there was a hole in a dress and a prospective buyer pointed it out, Mrs Pejzak, laughing, would say, ‘That’s the style, my dear. It’s for ventilation.’ And the peasant, who had never worn such fine attire, took her word for it.


Two gloves of different colours were sold as the latest style in Warsaw; costume jewellery magically transformed into pure gold or silver or rare diamonds from Africa; worn-out shoes, faded dresses, and dilapidated coats were sold for handsome sums, by a most unusual method.


‘I know it’s not in the best of shape, my dear,’ Mrs Pejzak would affirm. Taking the customer aside, she would whisper confidentially into her ear, ‘Would you like to guess who this coat belonged to?’ The would-be buyer’s eyes would open wide, as if expecting to hear the greatest revelation, whereupon Mrs Pejzak would utter a Jewish-sounding name. ‘Mrs Zilberberg herself. Of course you’ve heard of her, my dear.’


The poor woman had never heard of Mrs Zilberberg, and neither had anyone else, but how could she confess her ignorance? In fact, she had no time to, for Mrs Pejzak would allow her only to take a breath and say, ‘Is that a fact!’ or ‘You don’t say!’


Whereupon Mrs Pejzak would jump in. ‘You know, of course, how rich the Zilberbergs were! Who knows, maybe something’s hidden in this lining, or in the heels of those shoes. I shouldn’t really sell it before I examine it myself.’ By such unorthodox methods, the merchandise in question was sold, and even though no one in the village ever found money, gold, or silver in linings or in the heels of their newly acquired shoes, no one who bought from Mrs Pejzak ever lost hope of becoming rich. Shoes were torn apart and examined; coats ripped open and searched for treasure, and then mended.


As time went on, the village of Kulik had a new look. On Sunday mornings the maidens and matrons on their way to church were now bedecked in the fashionable attire of the former Zilberbergs, the renowned Tiszmans, or the famous Chuen family, the shoe magnates from Pawia Street.


And so it was with the silk dress. It was indeed made of silk, beautiful pale-blue silk, with two delicate narrow straps that held the dress up at the shoulders. On the left side was embroidered a red rose with a green stem and two green leaves. In fact, Mrs Pejzak didn’t intend to sell the dress and had put it aside for Genia, but as it lay there in the corner on the cot, a young girl with long straw-blonde braids, about Genia’s height, caught sight of it. She wanted it. She had to have it. Was it real silk?


‘Yes, it is,’ Mrs Pejzak told her, and then dropped the name of the supposed owner. But the dress wasn’t for sale. She had paid an exorbitant price for it, she informed the girl, and added that it was the only one of its kind. The more Mrs Pejzak tried to divert the girl’s attention to other dresses, the more the girl fondled her braids, and her eyes never lost sight of the one on the cot. Finally Mrs Pejzak caved in and quoted an excessive price.


By this time Genia was furious with her mother for even thinking of selling the dress that was promised her, but Mrs Pejzak soothed her by explaining that it wasn’t sold yet. Surely nobody would be crazy enough to pay what she was asking.


Taken aback by the price, the girl began to haggle. Mrs Pejzak refused to budge one grosz. The girl picked up the dress, held it up to her body, and gazed at the oval-shaped mirror on the wall. She put the dress down, sucked her thumb, meditating, then again picked up the dress and circled the room. In the end, she tossed the dress to Mrs Pejzak, accusing her of profiteering, and left. Mrs Pejzak winked at Genia, and her daughter’s beautiful face lit up.


Shortly thereafter the girl returned, followed by her buxom mother. The mother fingered the dress and concluded it was out of the question. The girl cried. She had to have it. The father was summoned. He shifted his feet and scratched his back on the doorway and then said, ‘No!’


Genia was crying, the girl was crying, the mother trying to reason with her daughter, her father shouting at both of them, and a laughing Mrs Pejzak was signalling to Genia. A bazaar-like tumult ensued. In the end, the mother extracted a bundle of bills from her bosom, counted and recounted, then paid, calling Mrs Pejzak every name under the sun. The girl wiped away the tears, the father grumbled under his breath, Mrs Pejzak diverted her attention to the next prospective buyers, and poor Genia sat in the corner crying.


The following Sunday before going to church, the girl with the long blonde braids came to show off her new dress, or perhaps she came only to make Genia jealous. Besides the dress, she wore a large straw hat with a bright blue ribbon and a pair of black-strapped low-heeled shoes. In her hand she clutched a pair of white gloves. From the distance she looked rather smart, and I could see Genia’s burning eyes watching her approach. Greeting us, she bowed like a countess, and waited for our reaction. Mrs Pejzak showered compliments upon her, and even poor Genia had to admit she looked stunning.


‘Kubus,’ Mrs Pejzak called me to her side, ‘Doesn’t she look like a high-class Warsaw lady?’


I wasn’t quite sure what she meant by that, but now that my opinion was needed I looked critically at her outfit. Whose dress was this, I wondered. How can this girl wear it? It’s like wearing a dead person’s memories. Whose eyes once gazed into a mirror and admired themselves in it? Now I looked even closer at the dress and thought how immodest this girl was. The silk was thin, transparent, so that I could see her torn underpants, and her bare firm breasts under it.


I couldn’t recall anyone wearing such dresses in Warsaw, and yet the style looked familiar enough. Suddenly, my memory clicked in. Yes, my aunts and my mother too wore dresses like that, and as I tried to recall where, and on what occasions, a vivid picture flashed in my head.


‘Yes, Mrs Pejzak,’ I said, ‘they do wear such dresses in Warsaw.’ The girl beamed. As she turned to leave for church, Genia stuck her tongue out after her.


Did Mrs Pejzak know what she had sold this girl, or was she perhaps in the dark as well? Should I tell her, or keep silent? I decided to speak up, for no matter what Mrs Pejzak’s reaction might be, I felt at least Genia would get some satisfaction.


‘Mrs Pejzak,’ I said, ‘that isn’t really a dress.’


She looked at me quizzically. ‘No?’


‘It’s not a dress, it’s a nightgown.’


‘For sleeping, such fine silk?’


‘Yes,’ I answered.


Genia stifled a giggle followed by a smile that quickly transformed into peals of laughter.


Taking me aside, Mrs Pejzak murmured into my ear, ‘Kubus, that isn’t a nightgown, understand? That’s a dress.’


I understood. ‘It’s not a nightgown, Mrs Pejzak; for sure it’s a dress.’.





THE SUMMER CAME. The days were long and hot, and the nights were short and sleepless, for my mind wandered and my body turned restlessly from side to side waiting for daybreak.


I slept in the barn on a bed of hay, but on exceptionally warm nights I made my sleeping place outside the barn on the haystack. I’d lie awake listening to the croak of the frogs coming from the nearby pond, and my eyes would gaze at the stars, trying to count them … one … two … three … four … five … Then my thoughts would wander to my mother, Josele, Shepsel, and eventually to Moishe. Where was Moishe? If he’s still alive, why hasn’t he come looking for me? He knows where I am. It’s been weeks and yet no sign of him.


Due to my sleepless nights I found it difficult to stay awake during the long stifling days. I would squat on the ground and slowly my head would drop, my eyes close, and I would doze. ‘I must not fall asleep,’ I told myself, ‘for who knows where my cows could end up, and then what?’ But I wasn’t always in control of myself, especially on a day before a rainfall. I could feel a weakness overtaking me …


I was in bed at home in Pulawy, clean sheets, a soft quilt, and a pillow of goose feathers. I was flying on clouds; my mother was reading me a bedtime story, Little Red Riding Hood, no – it was Hansel and Gretel. How would Hansel and Gretel find their way home? I was flying. It was so soft, so sweet, and so pleasant. Mrs Pejzak’s voice or the feel of Genia’s soft hand touching my face would wake me. My eyes would open and once again I was Kubus the cowherd, far away from home.


When the sun was directly above me I eagerly awaited Genia’s arrival with lunch; boiled potatoes with pork cracklings and, in another dish, curdled milk or cold borsht. If a cow had to be diverted, Genia would jump to her feet, ‘Eat in peace Kubus,’ and she would perform the task. She ran briskly, with her feet bare and her colourful skirt almost carrying her into the air like a balloon. Genia looked forward to bringing me my food and usually stayed longer than was necessary.


In fact, she never left unless Mrs Pejzak called her, ‘Genia, get home, you’ve got work to do!’


On days when the pasture field was close to the house, Genia would depart almost immediately after dropping off my midday meal, but when I was on grazing land far removed from Mrs Pejzak’s voice, Genia was in her glory.


She was about thirteen or fourteen, with an inner beauty that only enhanced her outward appearance. She loved fun and had a burning love of life. What she wanted I hardly understood, but whatever it was, it didn’t frighten or displease me in the least.


With lunch out of the way, her green eyes would scan the surrounding area, and once satisfied we were alone, she would proceed to tickle me. The first time this happened I giggled and laughed, and though I had the urge to tickle her, I resisted in case my hand touched her accidentally in a place where it might be embarrassing both for her and for me. But later, when she ridiculed me for being so meek and restrained, I tickled her too, always careful, though, to confine myself to her underarms. We giggled and laughed and chased each other around the field and stopped only when we saw her mother approaching from the distance, infuriated at Genia’s long absence, or when a farmer returned to a nearby field after a belch-producing meal.


As the days progressed, so did our tickling. Instead of my armpits, Genia now explored other sensitive parts of my body: my neck, the soles of my feet, my back, my belly button, my knees, and finally between my legs. The first time this happened I was sure it was accidental, and pretended not to notice. But I was wrong. It was no accident. Genia repeatedly tickled me there, and eventually confined herself to that area. When I did not respond by tickling her in her private areas, she taunted and dared me, saying she wasn’t ticklish there. I was embarrassed, but then, too, I wanted to show her that I was a man and would not fail to meet this challenge.


Before long I forgot the challenge and it became a matter of practice to tickle Genia between her legs and also on her breasts. I’d chase her, catch her, turn her over deep in the wheat field, and tickle her until she was exhausted from laughter. Then it was her turn. I’d run like a demon; she would catch me and almost tear my white cotton pants to shreds. We’d roll on the ground like a wheel down a hill; one moment I on top of her, the next she on top of me.


I told myself that what we were doing wasn’t really wrong, but also that it wasn’t entirely right. Why, I couldn’t tell, and didn’t intend to ask. Why spoil it? I thought. Genia seemed to enjoy it, so why deprive her of the pleasure. I didn’t mind it either; in fact, as time went on, it was something to look forward to in the middle of the day. And these diversions made me forget bitter memories. For that I was grateful.


But when she would depart, guilt would set in, and I’d berate myself for forgetting even for a moment. What kind of a son am I? Imagine rolling in the grass with a Gentile farm girl, and even enjoying it, when, who knows where my family is at this moment! What would my mother think if she could see me?


One day while sitting on top of me holding me pinned to the ground, Genia didn’t stop at tickling. She undid the lonely wooden button that held my pants up and proceeded to strip me. I couldn’t stop laughing, but at the same time tried desperately to free myself. When I succeeded in throwing her off, she pulled at my pant legs, and had it not been for my firm hold at the top of my trousers I would have ended up naked. As I tried to do up the button, Genia ran towards me again. I held my pants tight and ran. She caught me, threw me down, and turned me over, then fought to finish what she had set out to do.


Squirming, I pleaded with her. ‘Please Genia, that’s enough! No! No!’


‘What are you afraid of?’ she smiled. ‘I just want to look at it, that’s all.’


I was shocked. ‘What for?’ I trembled.


‘Well, I heard that Jews are circumcised.’


‘So?’ I said, perplexed.


‘So I want to see how much is cut off.’


I held my pants tighter than ever. I wasn’t going to be put on display. She would probably laugh once she saw it, I thought.


I now felt like a cripple, different from the others. As if, when I was eight days old, the rabbi had cut off one of my arms or legs. How mean, I thought, how unjust to inflict such punishment upon an infant and mark him for the rest of his life!


One day she surprised me by not instigating our noontime shenanigans. At first I was relieved but then began to worry. What was the reason for this change? Perhaps her mother was on to us. Even though I had wished many times to end our horseplay for good, now that it was her decision, I was hurt. And so I initiated the game, by pouncing on her, ready to do mischief.


‘Stop,’ Genia held me at bay. She explained it had nothing to do with me and that it was only temporary. Then she proceeded to tell me in great detail and with great pleasure that she had become a woman.


Since what she told me seemed so outlandish, I pointed out that I was not born on a farm, and that I had lived for at least a year in the big city of Warsaw. I knew something about life, and had never heard of such old wives’ tales.


To prove me wrong, she immediately pulled up her skirt to demonstrate proof of her condition. ‘Look here and see for yourself, you big ten-year-old from Warsaw who knows so much.’


I covered my eyes. ‘I believe you, Genia.’


‘No, you don’t. Look, I don’t mind,’ she chuckled.


‘I can’t stand the sight of blood,’ I said.


She lowered her skirt and, pursuing the topic, she said, ‘Jewish girls have it sideways. You know that don’t you, Kubus?’


‘No, it’s not true,’ I protested. ‘Their bodies are just like yours.’


‘It’s sideways, Kubus, that’s a fact. Ask anyone, they’ll tell you.’ She pointed to the rear of a cow grazing nearby. ‘You see, Kubus, that’s the way normal women have it, but not Jewish women.’ When I continued to vigorously protest she said, ‘Why do you argue? Have you ever seen a Jewish girl naked?’


I hadn’t, but I wasn’t going to let her get away with it. Even if it was true, I had to defend what I felt was a terrible injustice that God inflicted upon Jewish women. For if the cows and the horses and everyone else in the whole world, man and beast alike, had it one way, why did God deem it necessary to set Jewish women apart?


‘Sure I’ve seen it, many times,’ I said, ‘and it looks just like yours.’ Hearing this, she laughed, and voiced a list of indictments against Jews. ‘Jews kill Christian children during Passover, and use their blood to bake matzah. That’s why the matzah has brown spots.’


‘Where did you hear such lies?’


‘In church,’ she replied defiantly.


I tried to recall what matzah looked like and to my sorrow I remembered the brown spots. ‘Those are the burned parts of the matzah,’ I retorted. But she wouldn’t accept that, and clarified that she didn’t blame me for not knowing the truth. In fact, most Jews didn’t know about it, only the elders, a very few chosen pious ones who are entrusted to carry out the deed.


I refused to accept that, but then I hadn’t believed her about her womanhood and she proved me wrong. Maybe it was true, but how could it be? I remembered my father’s father, Shloime Kuperblum, the baker from Pulawy, baking matzah during Passover and I couldn’t recall him mixing blood into the dough.


‘It’s not your fault, Kubus,’ she consoled me, ‘but because of that, and because the Jews killed God’s only son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the Germans are now repaying you.’


How horrible, I thought. If all this is true, then indeed there is good reason for our suffering. Why did we kill Jesus? This and many other questions plagued me. If only we had not killed Him and all those innocent infants, then I’d still have my mother and father and my brother Josele, and we’d all be back in Pulawy. I’d be going to Hebrew school, and every night my mother would tuck me into bed and read me fairy tales. Oh, how I wished that we had not committed those heinous crimes! But I argued emphatically that her stories were simply grandmother tales.


‘That’s a good one.’ She dismissed me with a shrug. ‘If so, then why can’t Jews see the sun?’


Now what did she mean by that? I was sure I could always see the sun, but was it the sun I had been looking at all my life or something I only thought was the sun? ‘I don’t know who filled your head with such silliness,’ I said.


‘Ask anyone in the village and see if they tell you differently.’


‘They’re all ignorant,’ I said defensively.


‘All right then, Mr Educated,’ she sneered, ‘show me the sun.’ I raised my arm and pointed it out. ‘You saw me looking in that direction.’ She took her rose-coloured kerchief off her head, tied it tightly around my eyes, then turned me several times to the left, then to the right, then to the left again, and again to the right. Dizzy, I was about to fall when she removed the blindfold. ‘Now point.’


I blinked and without hesitation pointed to the sun. She looked at the sun then at me, and said, ‘You’re a clever one. You felt the sun’s rays on your face, that’s how you know.’


I protested and tried desperately to convince her I could see the sun. Perhaps I was only trying to convince myself. At any rate I didn’t have a chance. Mrs Pejzak’s voice was suddenly heard, heaping all manner of invective at Genia for taking so long.


Genia scooped up the empty dishes and ran off saying, ‘Wait for a cloudy day, my educated cowherd, when there are no warm rays to guide you. Wait till then.’


Impatiently I waited for such a day, when the sun was a circle of golden yellow, peeking from behind the clouds but yielding no heat. Once again I was blindfolded, turned like a spinning top, and pointed. After many more trials, Genia was eventually convinced. She took me in her arms, lifted me off the ground and kissed me, screaming with joy, ‘It’s a miracle, Kubus!’ and ran off shouting, ‘Mother, dear Mother! Dear Jesus! Kubus can see the sun!’


Besides Genia’s noontime visits, I also had the company of another cowherd, whom I originally met during my first days at the Pejzaks’, when I heard a flute being played and followed its sound to the next grazing field.


‘Want to try it?’ he asked when he had stopped. I reached for it, placed the flute between my lips and, fingering the holes, I blew. But what came out scared the cows, and so I handed it back.


‘It’s yours,’ he said, ‘I’ll make me another.’ He asked my name and revealed his, Wojciech. His head was almost clean-shaven, and he was barefoot, wearing torn pants and a soiled peasant shirt. He saw me staring at his bruised and scarred face, and thus offered an explanation: ‘The bitch had nothing better to do,’ he spat.


‘The bitch?’ I puzzled.


‘My stepmother. No matter what I do it is no good. One of these days I’ll punch her one, and knock her frickin’ head off. The whore! Wait till my father gets back and I tell him everything.’


‘Where is he?’


‘In Germany,’ he said, ‘forced labour.’


I was tempted to tell him that my father was also away, in Russia, but I had second thoughts.


Wojciech and I would meet on days when our animals grazed in adjacent fields. Besides whittling flutes from willow branches with his sharp pocket knife, his specialty was killing frogs. With one blow he could bludgeon a bullfrog’s head to smithereens. I was repulsed but pretended to admire him.


But his favourite topic was Genia, and he constantly prodded me with questions concerning her.


‘I bet she would be good in the hay,’ he told me one day. ‘I’d like to break her in.’ He looked at me, and then slapped me on the back. ‘Or did you do that already, Kubus?’


I resented his remarks, in fact, I despised him for it. How could he talk like that about a girl? ‘She has nice tits,’ he continued. ‘I’d love to pinch them.’


I wanted to defend Genia’s honour. I wanted to strike him or at least sever my friendship with him, but he might think I was a sissy, and so I laughed along. But my laughter was filled with painful guilt.


This preyed on my conscience and every time I ran into Wojciech, I resolved to do something about it. Although about my own age, he was physically better developed, and had proved his might on occasion when jokingly he would twist my thumb or hold me on the ground, wrench my arms and legs, and say, ‘Let’s see if you can get up.’


I envied his strength and at the same time detested him for it: the way he could climb a high tree, the way he swam, and his self-assurance.


From him I also heard many indecent words and lewd songs. ‘Who was that guy I saw Genia with last Sunday?’ he would interrogate me. ‘I bet he’s getting into her, eh, Kubus?’


‘I don’t know,’ I would reply.


He’d laugh, then, half-closing his eyes, he’d add, ‘I bet he’s in, but good.’


Sensing my ignorance, he explained to me in great detail and with much zest what went on between men and women. Even though I knew vaguely of these matters, his teaching clarified many things for me.


‘Is that what Genia does?’ I asked him one day.


‘What do you think, stupid?’


I began thinking of all the boyfriends Genia had. There were so many of them, especially on Sunday. During the week one or two would show up in the evening and take Genia out for a swim in the pond or a walk in the fields, but on Sunday the farmyard was filled with young men in polished shoes and white shirts with ties.


I could see them coming across the fields from far away. The parade would start about noon and, when the sun had set, there would still be new ones coming, each desiring to hold her hand, or at least play with her kerchief. Genia laughed and joked with all of them, giving each and every one her personal attention, while Mrs Pejzak, beaming with pride, would busy herself with providing refreshments.


I now began to feel ashamed for Genia, but I couldn’t entirely take my friend’s word as to how Genia behaved. If it’s true, I thought, then no wonder she’s so popular, while some of her other girlfriends never received a single visitor. In the end I dispelled these negative thoughts from my mind and believed only the best of her. Certainly she flirted with all her boyfriends, but that’s all, I convinced myself. I was certain she wouldn’t even tickle one of them the way she did me.


I thought of confronting Genia, but I was embarrassed and feared she might think I was jealous. I wanted desperately to tell her about the gossip, and confess that I was incapable of defending her against such slander. But I didn’t. For who knew what she would think of me then? In the end I resolved to continue the way I had, and say nothing.


Normally when Genia brought me lunch and Wojciech happened to be nearby, he would greet her and then busy himself with the frogs, or serenade us from afar. But on this day he joined us and made no move to leave. As I began to wolf down my lunch, he made obscene comments to Genia.


‘Say, when will I have a chance to try you out, filly?’


Genia looked him up and down. ‘When you stop wetting your pants, little boy.’


This humiliated him, especially in front of me. ‘Any day you say, flower,’ he went on. ‘Let me show you how well I could roll you in the hay.’


Genia laughed and told him to get lost. I was embarrassed for her, but to my surprise she didn’t seem to be uncomfortable and obviously knew how to handle him. In fact, she was getting the better of him. This infuriated him even more, and he began to deliver more hurtful indecencies.


‘Why don’t you let me pinch your tits, whore?’


Genia looked at him with disgust. ‘Go tend your cows,’ she said. ‘Look, they’re in someone’s cabbage patch.’


‘Cabbage is good for them,’ he answered smugly. ‘Well, what do you say? I’ll make you feel good. I’ve seen my father doing it with that bitch.’


‘Then go play with your dick,’ said Genia.


I wanted to stand up and hit him, but just the mere thought made me tremble. And yet how could I just sit and do nothing? I had to show Genia I could stand up to him like a man.


One moment I imagined Genia being proud of me for my chivalry, and the next I could see my bleeding nose and feel a broken rib.


Impulsively, I got to my feet and reached for my stick. I intended to strike him, but now I was sorry I had stood up. Genia was looking at me, expectantly. Grinning, Wojciech sized me up, as if to say, Look who’s going to defend the lady!


‘Wojciech, why don’t you leave us, please,’ I asked.


‘And who’s going to make me? I’m staying right here, and let’s see what you’re going to do about it.’


His insult didn’t bother me as much as Genia awaiting my next move. ‘Come hit me,’ he said mockingly, and stretched his arms out like a bird in flight.


I had no choice. I raised my cane and struck him lightly so as not to really hurt him. At that moment I realised I had not been afraid of being beaten. What really worried me was that if I hit him with all my might I could kill him.


He mocked me. ‘You hardly touched me, you fly. Even the bitch hits harder than that.’


I struck him again, but with restraint.


He didn’t laugh this time but said, ‘Now, that hurt a little. Not much, mind you.’


Then I felt his fists smashing into my face and jabbing my body, but I didn’t respond. I simply closed my eyes and accepted the blows.


When his energy was spent, he retreated, panting like a dog. Genia praised me for my courage and, while trying to stop the bleeding from my nose, told me what a licking I had given him. I knew that wasn’t so.


From then on, Wojciech and I kept our distance. He stayed in his field and I in turn kept my back to him; but even then I could hear the insults he directed at me.


‘Wait, they’ll make soap out of you, you cut-off-dick Jew boy!’





THE EVENING WAS QUIET and warm, and only the crickets could be heard. Across the village, naphtha lamps were being lit, and now a faint glow of light appeared in the Pejzaks’ window.


Night was about to descend. My two cows were resting in the stable from a weary day of chewing cud and swatting flies with their long tails. Mrs Pejzak and Genia had been out in the field that day weeding, and were now inside preparing supper.


I stood by the well washing my hands and face, and was reaching for the bristle brush to scrub my feet when from the abutting golden wheat field I heard a rustle. I turned and listened. But now it was quiet. It must be my imagination, I thought, and returned to my task. Again I heard a sound. Perhaps it’s a dog, or bird, or a wild rabbit, I reasoned. But the distraction continued. I tried to ignore it, but suddenly I sensed I was being watched. I could feel something peering at me.


I wanted to rush into the house and inform Mrs Pejzak, but what if it’s only my imagination? Or what if it was only a bird, or a cat? Then Genia and Mrs Pejzak would laugh at me and call me a city mouse.


I’ve got to be brave, act like a man, and not run like a child crying for help. I picked up my stick and, though my legs were trembling, I approached the wheat field and whispered, ‘Who’s there?’ There was no reply. I stepped forward, trying to appear confident, but now that I was close I could hear the beat of a heart, and the eyes, even though I couldn’t see them, were boring right through me. ‘Come out, whoever you are!’ I called, and hoped that a reply would not come. I was about to turn back when suddenly a figure rose up. Facing me was an unshaven man with fierce eyes, attired in a train conductor’s uniform. It was obvious the costume didn’t belong to him; the jacket hung loosely on his shoulders, the trousers were too short.


I had to ease my way out as one does when confronted by an unfriendly dog, and so I acted as if finding him there was the most natural thing.


His eyes shifted, and I could see he was trembling. At last he said something I couldn’t understand. It sounded Ukrainian, and yet it wasn’t. He repeated the same words slowly, enunciating every syllable, and gesturing with his hands. I guessed he was asking whether there was anyone inside the house.


‘My employer and her daughter,’ I replied in a blend of Polish and the Ukrainian I had picked up.


‘No one else?’ he bore into my eyes, as if squeezing a truthful answer out of me.


‘No, I swear,’ I reassured him. ‘Do you want to see my employer?’ I asked, and backed up towards the farmyard. ‘I’ll get her.’


I could feel him trailing me, and when I reached the house, I turned and caught a glimpse of him at the well, drinking from the pail like a parched animal. Rushing into the house, I bolted the door behind me, and shouted frantically, ‘Quick! Look outside!’


Genia didn’t react. Mrs Pejzak unlocked the door and looked out. The man was standing by the well staring at us.


I could now see his bare feet. Over one shoulder hung a pair of black leather boots. Who is this man? I wondered. Certainly not a train conductor. He’s not an escaped Jew either. Then a frightening thought struck me; he’s a German disguised as a train conductor, and he’s here to get me.


‘Good evening,’ said Mrs Pejzak at last. He answered her in that strange tongue. Mrs Pejzak slowly approached him. They exchanged a few words and then, led by Mrs Pejzak, both entered the house. His eyes scanned the room, and then he sat down.


By the flickering light of the lamp, I studied his face. He looked almost as old as my grandfather, the baker. Mrs Pejzak barked orders at Genia to set the table, to mash the potatoes, to cut some bread, to pour the milk.


At the slightest noise the stranger would jump up like a rabbit about to flee. At every such instance, Mrs Pejzak reassured him, and now, to my surprise, she too was speaking in that strange language. Some I could make out, but most was unfamiliar.


When the supper was placed on the table, the stranger, without crossing himself, unlike Mrs Pejzak and Genia, attacked what was placed in front of him. Genia cut more bread and, just as quickly, he devoured it. Again and again his glass was refilled, and long after we had finished eating, he continued.


At last he was content. He belched, and a faint smile sprouted on his face. It brought smiles to our faces. Then his mouth widened and he beamed, then giggled, and finally gave a healthy chuckle. We laughed, he laughed louder, we joined in, and gradually the house exploded in peals of laughter. But why I laughed I didn’t know, any more than they did.


Later on he sat quietly answering the questions Mrs Pejzak hurled. As the clock on the windowsill ticked away, he began to yawn. Mrs Pejzak turned to me.


‘Kubus, show him to the barn.’


Was he going to sleep with me? What if he plans to kill me?


Mrs Pejzak lit the lantern and handed it to me. The man rose, kissed Mrs Pejzak’s hand, bowed, and said, ‘Good night!’


I led him to the barn and pointed to the sleeping area. He curled up. The night wasn’t warm enough to sleep outside and there wasn’t room for me inside the house. I debated for a moment, and then ran back to the house. The door was already bolted. I knocked. Mrs Pejzak’s leery voice came from inside, ‘What is it?’


‘It’s Kubus,’ I whispered. The door opened and Mrs Pejzak, half-undressed, and combing her long hair, faced me. Stuttering, my eyes filled with fear, I implored, ‘Who is that man?’


‘Go to sleep, Kubus.’


‘Mrs Pejzak,’ I whined, ‘He’s a German soldier, sent here to kill me.’


She drew me to her. ‘Not to worry, Kubus.’ But when that did not suffice, she asked, ‘Can you keep a secret?’ I nodded. ‘He’s a Russian soldier. He escaped from the prisoner-of-war camp in Chelm. But no one must know he’s here. No one, do you understand?’


I was relieved and happy, and returned to the barn. How exciting, I thought, an escaped prisoner sleeping with me. The fact that he was Russian made me feel safer than ever. My father had told me that the Russians were kind to the Jews and treated them well. That’s why my father had fled to Russia.


The man extended his hand, ‘Ivan!’


I offered him my hand, ‘Kubus.’


He turned on his side and closed his eyes. I blew out the lantern and sank into the hay, but my active mind prevented me from sleep.


Mentally, I projected a conversation: ‘Do you by chance know Zelik Kuperblum?’


‘What does he look like?’


‘Well, he …’


What did my father look like? I tried to visualise him, but his image refused to be focused.


I now saw myself as a child of five or six. Out of a fog, a stranger in a raincoat and creased fedora hat approaches me. He stares at me with the bluest eyes. He offers me a cluster of grapes, picks me up, hugs me, and kisses me. ‘Do you know who I am?’ he asks. I tremble but I’m afraid to cry. The precious grapes fall from my hand and I shake my head. ‘I’m your father,’ and he presses my face against his, irritating my young skin with his unshaven face.


I see his silhouette at the workbench, a sharp tool in his hand, cutting leather for the upper part of shoes and whistling Schubert’s Serenade.


He is in bed with earphones, listening to the muffled sounds of a symphony orchestra on his homemade radio.


I’m running with him, bombs are falling from German planes.


He’s digging through the rubble of what was once our Pulawy apartment, hoping to retrieve his precious sewing machine.


Then his hands are busily building a birdcage out of wooden dowels.


And then I feel his lips upon my cheek and faintly I hear his voice, ‘Goodbye, Jankele my darling child. I’ll send for all of you.’


He’s framed against the doorway and then I see only the doorway …


Digging deeper into my memory, I recalled that my father had a scar on his left cheek from a tooth operation many years back.


One thought led to another and before long I began to suspect that not only did this Russian escapee know my father, but also maybe he was my father. It’s possible, I encouraged myself. He looks older. But that could be due to his beard, I reasoned. But then, if he is my father, surely he would have recognised me! How could he? He hasn’t seen me for such a long time and wouldn’t expect to find his son Jankele in such a place. It’s possible, I kept repeating. But is it possible? After all, this man’s name is Ivan. Maybe he changed his name! Sure, that’s it, he changed his name. If he shaves his beard and reveals a scar on his left cheek, then I’ll know for sure.


The next morning when I opened my eyes, Ivan was still sleeping, snoring heavily. I ate breakfast, unhitched my cows, and drove them to a parcel of grazing land far from the house.


Sitting cross-legged on the wet morning dew, my eyes were on the animals but my thoughts centred on Ivan. Perhaps he’d already shaved by now. But what if he doesn’t shave? How will I know? I could ask him if he’d ever been to Pulawy, and if his answer is ‘yes,’ then I’ll casually ask if he has a boy named Jankele. If he is indeed my father, I reasoned, he’ll embrace me, lift me into the air, and cover me with kisses.


I was waiting impatiently for noon and Genia’s arrival. The sun seemed to play tricks with me that day, staying in the same place. I was hoping to learn more about Ivan from Genia. But when at last the sun was above me, as hard as I looked I couldn’t see Genia’s figure in the distance. Something had happened. Perhaps the Germans had discovered Ivan and arrested Mrs Pejzak and Genia as well.


By the time the sun had eventually passed the noontime position, with still no sign of Genia, I decided to drive my two cows home. I was about to set out when, in a cloud of dust along the road, I saw Genia’s dancing feet coming towards me. She raced faster than at any other time.


Panting, she almost threw the food at me and apologised for being late. As I sat down to eat, she said, ‘Kubus, don’t forget to bring the dishes home.’


Surprised, I asked, ‘You’re leaving?’


She pinched my cheek, ‘Mother needs me,’ and turned to go.


‘Genia,’ I shouted after her. ‘What about the Russian?’


‘What about him?’ She flew off like a bird.


I couldn’t eat, waiting impatiently for the day to end. But the sun continued to frustrate me, refusing to set. And so when it was still some distance from the earth, I made my way back, running all the way.


‘Why so early, Kubus?’ Mrs Pejzak was visibly annoyed.


‘It feels like rain. I didn’t want us to be caught in it.’


‘Rain?’ she grimaced. ‘Without a cloud in sight?’ I cast my eyes to the ground. ‘All right, take them in for the night, but don’t let it happen again.’


I drove the cows into the stable and tied them up.


I wonder where he is. Probably in the house. I’ll go and look. First, I’ll wash up.


As I headed to the well, I heard a swishing sound coming from the hay. I stopped to listen, and then tiptoed to where it was coming from. Genia lay in my sleeping place, and beside her, with his arms around her, reclined a young man. He wore a clean cotton shirt, open at the neck, and white cotton trousers. His hair was combed neatly to the back, and his face was free of whiskers. I looked closer and recognised Ivan.


They both acknowledged me, not disturbed in the least by my presence.


‘Home so early?’ Genia asked.


I turned and ran out, slamming the barn door behind me.


‘Don’t run away, Kubus, come and join us,’ her voice pursued me. Then I heard her laugh and say to Ivan, ‘He’s jealous.’ And then they both laughed.





SUDDENLY GENIA SEEMED to be grown up, and this made me feel more like a child. She was constantly preoccupied with Ivan. The Sunday visits of other young men came to an abrupt end, but instead, as if they had fallen out of the sky, a new group congregated in Mrs Pejzak’s farmyard on Sundays and sometimes in the evenings during the week. Most were about Ivan’s age, though a few were older, and they too were Russian prisoner escapees. There were Nikolai, Dimitri, Joska, Boris, Juri, Sergei, Sasza and others.


Some, like Ivan, were billeted with families in the village, while the less fortunate roamed the fields by day and slept in the forest by night.


While tending my cows, I would meet new ones almost daily. Sometimes alone, other times in pairs or more, wandering aimlessly like lost sheep. I’d scrutinise their faces, constantly searching for a scar, and I’d ask each one the same question, ‘Do you know Zelik Kuperblum?’


I was met with blank stares. My questions led to questions of their own and, reclining on the grass, they would listen to my story and urge me to continue when I stopped for a moment.


I welcomed their company and interest, and was only too happy to let them share my lunch. When the food was gone, the stories over, and evening about to descend, they would disappear with a promise to look for my father.


Occasionally, a trio would show up looking for Ivan. He would don a raincoat, under which he would hide a rifle, and the group would depart. Ivan would return in the early morning, sometimes inebriated and sometimes bruised.


Where do they go? Why do they carry rifles?


Once, Ivan described in detail a night’s adventure: an ambush, a truck full of German soldiers, rat … tat … tat … tat … the truck turns over, the Germans try to flee, but there is Sasza or Juri with a grenade, he hurls it … the German bastards are shredded into small pieces.


On other missions an informer is shot asleep in his own bed, a garrison is set on fire, and so on.


These accounts fascinated me, and I admired Ivan and his pals for their courage and felt that at long last someone was taking revenge for all the atrocities the Germans had perpetrated against us.


I would clearly picture the blood gushing over the roadside and could almost hear the ghastly screams of pain shattering the still of the night. But other times I felt sorry for the ambushed victims.


Perhaps they were the good ones, innocent ordinary soldiers who had mothers and fathers back home.


Then my other self would say, Good Germans? What’s the matter with you, Jankele? After all that’s happened, how can you have such naive thoughts?


But some are decent.


I’d like to meet one.


What about the one in Lublin?


In Lublin?


The one by the truck, when they were deporting us, remember?


Yes, I remember. He was shoving you onto the truck, as if you were cattle. Is that what you call decent?


He offered me and Josele candy. Now if he was as bad as you say, why would he give us candy?


Candy? It was poison, you fool. That’s why Mommy wouldn’t let you take it. Did you forget so soon?


I remembered the scene vividly, and could clearly picture the German soldier with his outstretched hand offering us the bonbons.


‘Take, please take,’ he pleaded. My mother drew us nearer to her, holding our hands in hers, so that we couldn’t reach. ‘Please take it. Let your children have it,’ he begged. But my mother just stared at him and held us tighter. ‘Why?’ he finally asked.


‘It must be poison,’ my mother replied.


The sweets dropped from his hand. ‘I have two sons of my own. Your children remind me of them. I wonder if I’ll ever see them again,’ and with a slam he closed the rear of the truck, then shouted to the driver, ‘Filled up, take it away.’ As the truck started to move, he turned his back to us, and from the distance I could sense he was crying.


I felt sorry for him and for his children.


Shame on you, shame! I heard the voice within me again. Go on; feel sorry for the German and for his children. You should feel sorry for your own family and yourself instead. All right, maybe this one had a beating heart, but he’s the only one.


And so I argued with myself and only brought the argument to a satisfactory conclusion when I told myself that the German soldier with the bonbons was not among those killed last night. I was certain that he was still alive. Probably on leave visiting his children at home. Ivan and his companions only kill the bad ones, the ones that mistreated us. And now, again, I was glad, I was satisfied. They were getting what was coming to them.


But in front of my eyes I could now see the smiling face of another German soldier. Rudi was combing his blond hair, admiring himself in a small mirror hanging on the side of an army lorry. I was cleaning his motorcycle, covered with mud from the previous day’s manoeuvres. The encampment where he was stationed on the outskirts of Siedliszcze had been a public school before the occupation. Almost daily Rudi went on manoeuvres and I not only kept his motorcycle sparking, but also polished his boots, brushed his uniform, and rinsed out his canteen.


‘Your name is Jakob,’ he once mused, ‘a good biblical name.’ And he threw me a loaf of bread. ‘For your mother.’ Quite often he stuffed my pockets with food to take home.


The bread my mother accepted without comment, but the pork sausage she disposed of, even though we were starving, and forbade me to ever bring it home again.


I stood by the gate and watched truckloads of the German army leaving the former school. I catch a glimpse of Rudi. His motorcycle glistens, his boots shine, and his uniform is spotless. I feel proud of my efforts. He sees me and pulls over to the curb. He forces a nervous smile.


‘Where are you off to?’ I ask.


His face tenses. ‘To the Russian front. Come along Jakob. I could use your help.’


‘I can’t leave my mother,’ I answer.


‘Move on!’ shouts the soldier directing the convoy.


‘Will I ever see you again?’ I ask.


He reaches into a pouch and hands me three chocolate bars. ‘I doubt if I’ll ever come back.’


There you go again, said the voice within.


I closed my eyes and vowed not to think about it any more. MANY A SUNDAY, MRS PEJZAK’S HOUSE was filled with song and laughter. The vodka poured freely and she served perogy with sour cream to the assembled Soviet soldiers.


Genia would not confine herself to Ivan alone; she sat on everybody’s knees and gave all of them kisses with little prompting. Her mother, pleased beyond description, urged everyone to fill their bellies.


This is more exciting than my Uncle Shepsel’s cowboy tales, I told myself, and here I am in their midst, helping them polish guns, lending my voice to their songs, and occasionally taking a sip of their vodka. In time, I even began to believe that I too was part of this daring band.


Apart from Ivan, the one I liked best was a different Ivan, Ivan Bialykonie, but we called him Vanja. He was tall with curly black hair, a camel nose, and large dark eyes. He wore a heavy long earth-coloured coat, under which he normally hid his rifle. He was lively, full of stories, songs, and jokes, but on occasion I observed him brooding.


Whenever the opportunity presented itself, I would hurl all sorts of questions at him about life in Russia.


‘Is it true that Jews are well treated there? I heard that there are Jews in the Soviet army, and some are officers, even generals.’


Vanja would roll a cigarette, light up, and present his answers.


I was mesmerised by his own history; the town he came from, the school he had attended, and the girl he had loved and left behind.


‘What about your family?’ I inquired.


Looking into my eyes, he said, ‘Kubus, I, like you, have no family. I’m an orphan; I’ve always been one.’


‘What happened to your father and mother?’


He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I never knew them. I grew up in an orphanage.’ Then he pointed to his nose. ‘You see this?’ I nodded my head. ‘It’s a real hooker, isn’t it? It could be that I’m one of your tribe.’


Is he telling me the truth or is he saying this only to comfort me?


‘You speak Yiddish?’ I asked.


He shook his head.


We became good friends, and every time we saw each other, he had a little present for me: a bullet shell, a shiny button, anything that came his way.


He also taught me a song, with which he identified himself. From then on, I abandoned the song about Kubus the cowherd, and Vanja’s haunting melody now echoed throughout the fields of Kulik:








Forgotten and abandoned,


In my very young years


I became an orphan


Without happiness in my life.







There, far in the valley,


There a nightingale sings a song;


I’m a guy on foreign soil


I’ve forgotten my friends.







When I die, I will die


And they’ll bury me,


My relatives won’t know


Where my grave is.







No one will come to visit, 


My resting place,


Only a nightingale will sing


In the early spring.







He will sing and whistle,


And then fly away,


And the unattended grave


Will remain lonely once more.











‘Tonight, Kubus, we’re going to pay a visit to your town,’ Ivan announced one evening. He ruffled my hair, and left to rendezvous with the others.


I couldn’t sleep that night waiting for his return, but there was no sign of him. The night passed and still he was not back.


The next day a story circulated in the village: the previous night while a well-known collaborator of Siedliszcze was asleep in his elaborate bed, with fine quilts and fluffy pillows, partisans snuck into his residence, stripped his wife, tied her up, and then beat her with a horse whip. They destroyed all the furnishings, looted the valuables, dragged him into the market square, and strung him up on a post.


Mrs Pejzak kept sending me out to keep an eye on the road for an approaching figure. The third or fourth time I ventured out, I saw a man wearing a homburg hat, a heavy long coat, and full leather boots.


I ran back to report. Mrs Pejzak followed me out. The dignitary was entering the farmyard. Only when he was upon us did we realise that this stylishly dressed gentleman was no other than our own Ivan.


‘What do you think of the new me?’ he inquired, twirling a cane with a silver handle. Mrs Pejzak gasped, I was stunned; both of us were happy to see him.


‘Feel the fur,’ he indicated the collar. ‘Fox.’


That night Ivan tossed and talked in his sleep. I listened to his senseless mutterings and wondered how one human being could allow himself to kill another. What does it feel like to watch a man die?


Then I tried to imagine what it would be like to have a gun pointed at one’s face, and know that this is the end. What goes through a man’s mind at such a moment? What does he think? Or does he think? What did the collaborator of Siedliszcze think when he felt the noose around his neck? God, I prayed, I hope I never find out!





DAYS TURNED INTO NIGHTS and nights into days. The trees had blossomed, borne their fruits, and were now bare. The wheat had matured and was ready to be harvested.


Thus the summer came to an end, and with it Mrs Pejzak’s excursions to the Warsaw Ghetto. There was too much work to be done on the farm, and entering and leaving the ghetto had become costly and dangerous. On her last trip she was caught, arrested, and interrogated for hours; only a large bribe saved her from being transported to an unknown destination.


Furthermore, her transactions were not as profitable as they had been at the start, for by now the town of Siedliszcze had come back to life. Poles from the villages and other towns had moved into the emptied homes and stores, and again once a week, there was market day in town.


According to Mrs Pejzak and Genia, who drove in now and then, it was not the same. I tried to imagine what the town now looked like. Who occupies our room? Who looks through the window where I once peered waiting for my grandfather, the cobbler, to come home from his daily journey to the nearby villages in search of work and food? And the people who walk the streets, what do they look like? And what do they talk about? And what do they think?


I pictured German soldiers parading to and fro, their rifles hanging from their shoulders. I could see the officer, meticulously outfitted, strutting like a wound-up robot … one … two … three … automatically raising his left arm, bending it at the elbow, bringing his wrist to eye level and consulting his watch. The arm lowered … one … two … three … and pacing stiffly on. But here in the village, a few kilometres from town, not one German in sight.


One day upon returning from pasture I was surprised to find a young blond man of about eighteen or nineteen rummaging through a suitcase and extracting a lady’s hat, which he handed to Genia. She showered him with kisses.


‘Oh, Staszek! Just what I’ve always wanted,’ and she quickly pranced over to the mirror to admire herself.


Next he produced a shawl from the same suitcase, handing it to Mrs Pejzak, who unfurled it, and said, ‘You shouldn’t have, Staszu. It looks so expensive,’ and she took her turn hugging and planting kisses.


I stood in the doorway unobserved, assessing the guest. He was attired in a smart blue suit, polished shoes, white shirt, and blue tie. He was tanned, with closely clipped fingernails free of dirt. Next, a bottle and glasses found their way to the table. Mrs Pejzak poured, raised her glass, and saluted the guest, ‘Thank you Lord Jesus for bringing my boy home safe and sound,’ and the three downed the vodka.


It was only then that her son noticed me and looked inquisitively to his mother. She turned to see where he was focusing. ‘This is Kubus.’


‘Whose boy is he?’ he asked.


‘He’s a good boy,’ she answered and quickly went on to divert the attention from me. ‘Oh how we missed you! Did those Huns work you hard?’


‘Mother, you should see their farms. They have machines for everything. Even for milking cows. You wouldn’t believe how well people live. Paved roads everywhere, and apple trees for all to pick to their heart’s content. And almost everyone owns a bicycle.’


He blew his nose into a white handkerchief and not onto his sleeve, then continued, ‘I tell you mother, this Hitler isn’t all bad. When he’s finished off the Yids, and puts the Pollacks in their place, he’ll give us back our Ukraine. We’ll be masters of our own house, at last.’ Naturally, I didn’t believe these tales of paved roads, free apples, high living, and especially the bicycle crap. But quickly my doubts were dispelled when he passed around photographs: the farm he worked on was indeed impressive. There was Staszek driving a tractor … and Staszek sportily dressed on a bicycle, along a paved road flanked by fruit trees. And again Staszek with a smiling maiden, both on horseback.


Shameful thoughts invaded my mind, but hard as I tried to ignore them or drive them away, they refused to depart. Perhaps Staszek is right; Hitler is indeed a good man and is out to save the world; bringing machinery, paved roads, and bicycles to every human being on earth. That’s good. If only he would let us share in this Garden of Eden.


Why, I questioned, is he exterminating us? There must be a reason. Perhaps Genia was right, it’s God’s will. We killed Jesus Christ and now the Lord has sent Hitler to avenge His only son’s death. Or perhaps, I thought, it has nothing to do with Jesus!


Maybe we are inferior and stand in the way of progress; paved roads, free apples, and bicycles. Perhaps that’s what it is. We’re not like other people at all. We speak a different language, have a different alphabet, celebrate different holidays, and eat different foods, so in fact we are different. Why is our Sabbath on Saturday instead of Sunday? And worst of all, why do we circumcise little boys and make them suffer? It’s cruel. And why do we … No. I mustn’t think of that.


You’d better think of it …


I can’t, it’s a lie.


Is it?


Sure it is.


It’s true! Jews kill Christian children for Passover.


It’s a lie!


But deep in my heart I felt ashamed, deeply ashamed for my doubts.


Food appeared on the table and Mrs Pejzak motioned for me to join them. Hesitantly, I sat down, fidgeting uncomfortably and staring at the ceiling as the others crossed themselves. When I cast my eyes down, Staszek’s gaze was fixed upon me with a furrowed brow and narrowed eyes. Taking note of it, and attempting to preserve the happy occasion, Mrs Pejzak once more raised her glass.


‘To your happy return, son,’ and she and Genia downed theirs.


His eyes still glued on me, he slowly lifted his glass and sipped his drink. The spoon dropped from my shaking fingers.


Something outside now caught Staszek’s attention. He stood up, and looking out the window, he said, as if to himself, ‘While we’re celebrating here, some crafty son of a bitch is helping himself to hay in our meadow.’


Genia peeked over his shoulder and laughed. ‘That’s Ivan. He is haying.’


‘Ivan?’ he turned to her. ‘Who is Ivan?’


In the days that followed there were countless quarrels on account of Ivan and me. Mrs Pejzak reminded her son that she was still the boss in her house, and he countered by accusing her of the danger in which she placed not only herself and her family, but her surrounding neighbours as well.


She held him against her bosom. ‘Dear Jesus! Holy Mother! Staszu, what have they done to you?’


When the bickering failed, he resorted to threats. Pointing at me, he raged, ‘If he doesn’t leave, I’ll tie him to the horse’s tail and deliver him to the Gestapo personally.’ Mrs Pejzak rushed to my side and hugged me protectively. ‘The boy stays. He’s part of this family,’ she glared at him scornfully.


Ivan offered to leave, but Genia’s crying and her mother’s pleas stopped him. Perhaps I too should at least make a move to avert a family tragedy! But what if they don’t stop me? Then what? Where would I go?


‘Go and inform your Gestapo friends,’ she hissed. ‘We’re not afraid.’


Jumping on the horse, Staszek galloped off in a flurry.


The rest of the day we spent in torment, waiting for Staszek’s return or the Gestapo’s arrival. Mrs Pejzak assured us that her son’s threats were hollow.


I was not so sure, but I reasoned that by informing he would also implicate his own family. Nevertheless, the outcome was not yet clear. Who knows, I thought, what human beings are capable of?


Late in the evening Staszek came back, leaving the tired horse for me to attend to. He strode into the house, sat down at the table, and ate his cold supper. He didn’t utter a word, nor we to him. The silence was deafening.


Not surprisingly, the Sunday get-togethers with Ivan’s compatriots stopped.


Mrs Pejzak continued to stand up to her son, but I sensed that she was now frightened of him. On occasion, she referred to him as a fascist, a traitor, and for sure not the son she once carried in her belly.


‘Your father would turn in his grave if he knew you now,’ she told him.


Staszek screamed at me, shouted orders, and called me every despicable name with the word ‘Jew’ in it.


With Ivan he was more tolerant. He rarely spoke to him, and mostly ignored him.


The other Ivan, the one we called Vanja, and some of the others, I saw only fleetingly in the fields, but none dared to come into the house, or even close to the farmyard.


Even in spite of Mrs Pejzak’s firm resistance, Staszek had indeed succeeded in changing things.





IT HAD RAINED THAT DAY; heavy, merciless rain poured down from a leaden sky, and in late afternoon it stopped as suddenly as it had begun. The clouds moved swiftly, breaking up into smaller puffs, and eventually disappeared; all that was left was a grey, even-coloured sky. It was too late to take the cows to pasture so Mrs Pejzak told me to join her and the others in the potato field.


For me this was a holiday, and a rainy day was like a day of rest. I used to pray for rain, heavy rain, torrential rain. If only it would rain forever, never stopping, and then I would never have to take my two mischievous cows to pasture.


Digging potatoes was a reprieve. We’d walk along the rows, yank out the plants, dig into the earth with our fingers, and scoop up the golden beauties from the ever-giving earth.


Staszek worked faster than any of us; when he’d completed two rows, we’d still be on the first, with me at the end. ‘This is hard work, eh? Not like selling herring, is it, Jew boy?’


Suddenly a shot rang out and a bullet whistled above our heads. We stopped work, and looked about. Another shot was heard. ‘Probably one of your comrades got drunk,’ sneered Staszek, but Ivan ignored him. Soon another shot, then another was heard, and then Staszek pointed, ‘Look! Over there!’


In the distance a line of silhouetted soldiers were coming over the hill towards us.


‘He’s right. It’s our boys,’ said Ivan.


‘Whoever it is, it doesn’t concern us. Just continue working,’ said Mrs Pejzak, and so we did, though the bullets were now flying over our heads, and the armed men in the distance were moving ever closer.


And when they were almost upon us, it became evident that they were German soldiers and Ukrainian Black Shirts, fully equipped for battle.


‘Quick Ivan, you must hide,’ warned Mrs Pejzak, and, dragging him by the arm, she headed for the farmyard.


I ran after them, Genia following. ‘Mrs Pejzak,’ I called after her, ‘shouldn’t I hide as well?’


‘I’ll tell them you’re my son.’


In a corner of the barn Ivan removed some rubbish, lifted a trap door, kissed Genia, and jumped into a hole that I never knew existed. Mrs Pejzak shut the trap door and, with great urgency, we piled a mound of our freshly dug potatoes on top.


By the time we emerged from the barn we were confronted by a group of soldiers approaching the farmyard, Staszek sharing a laugh with them.


What if he tells them who I am? I’ll deny it. But if they pull down my pants? Then what? The rabbi who circumcised me flashed through my mind. I imagined an old man with a long beard and black caftan, holding a large, razor-sharp knife in his hand. I hated him, despised him. He was the cause of my predicament.


Mrs Pejzak faked a welcoming smile, while Genia busied herself feeding the chickens, as if the soldiers’ presence was of no consequence.


Nevertheless, as they entered the farmyard, Mrs Pejzak panicked, and whispered in a trembling voice, ‘Run, Kubus! Hide.’


My heart beat like a drum and in a split second I surveyed the surroundings. It was too late to find a safe haven in the barn, in the house, and in the farmyard. I opened the picket gate that led to the back fields. I thought I heard one of the soldiers calling after me but I didn’t dare respond. I just kept walking.


At any second I will be pierced with a bullet in my back. I could see myself falling into an everlasting sleep. Where will they bury me?


I reached the back of the house and, to my dismay, found a German soldier armed with grenades, as well as a cocked automatic rifle. He was tiptoeing near the back window and peering inside. I swallowed hard and forced a smile, and began to whistle. He didn’t even glance at me. I continued along a footpath dividing a field of wheat from a field of alfalfa. Plucking a stem of wheat, I stuck it between my teeth and continued further and further away from the house towards the river.


Bullets zoomed past me. But I kept my eyes focused ahead and walked at a slow steady pace, never looking back.


I’m safe, I concluded, the farm is far behind me. Then I hurled myself into a wheat field and lay panting. My heart was beating so loud that the vibration shook my whole body. The slightest sound of a bird or a field mouse made me jump as I imagined a German aiming a gun at me. Any moment the expelled bullet will penetrate my heart.


Why are you shaking like that? You’d better take hold of yourself, an inner voice advised. That’s right, nothing to be afraid of, just lie still. All this too will pass. The soldiers will leave and you’ll go back to the house.


I heard voices, German voices. It’s your imagination, you fool!


But they kept coming closer and closer, and soon I was able to decipher certain words. I’ve got to see who’s there.


Lie still you idiot.


I raised my head.


Below, where the river flowed peacefully, a German battalion was crossing the narrow water, making a game of jumping over. One plunged into the stream, eliciting convulsive laughter from the rest. Those already on this side were heading in my direction. I looked left and right and saw soldiers fanned out along the bank of the river as far as my eyes could see.


They moved ever so slowly, methodically searching every stack of hay, stabbing every bush with their mounted bayonets.


This is the end, I am trapped. They’ll question me, look into my eyes, and see a little Jew boy staring back at them. But just to be sure, they’ll pull down my trousers, and laugh. That will be the last sound I’ll ever hear.


Not far off, a horse was grazing and a plough lay idle in the middle of a partly ploughed field. A wagon was nearby. I approached, fearing not only the oncoming enemy but also the horse.


‘Please, horsey, don’t kick me. Be kind,’ I pleaded, and reached out and touched him. He didn’t flinch. ‘That’s a good horse.’ I patted him on his forehead, then fetched his harness, and managed to put it on. I led him to the plough, hitched him to it, gripped the handles, and yelled, ‘Giddy up.’


Ploughing had looked easy enough when I observed others do it, but now I realised it was indeed a skill to be learned.


The horse began to trot, but the plough slid along the top of the ground, refusing to submerge. I then pushed the handles with all my strength, forcing the blade into the earth. It went too deep; the plough keeled over. The horse stopped. The soldiers were almost upon me. I backed up the horse and started again.


Miraculously, the plough moved along at the proper depth. Trying to appear nonchalant and whistling Vanja’s song, I walked behind the plough, snapping the reins whenever the horse hesitated.


Although I didn’t raise my head, I could see from the side of my eye a multitude of gazing eyes surrounding me.


‘You!’ a German voice thundered. I continued to bark orders and swear at the poor horse. After a few more angry shouts in German, I brought the horse to a standstill and looked up, feigning surprise at their presence.


A fat-faced sweating one approached me; others followed behind him. ‘What are you?’ he asked suspiciously in German.


Even though I did understand him, I answered him in Polish, ‘I don’t understand.’


‘Are you Ukrainian?’ he asked, looking at my dark hair.


Again I responded in Polish, ‘I don’t understand, I speak only Polish.’


He looked into my dark eyes, ‘Are you a Jew?’ he asked with a grin. Again I played stupid. ‘Do you know of any Russians hiding in the village?’ he continued to probe.


This time I resorted to an idiotic laugh.


‘Look at this imbecile!’ he remarked to his buddies. ‘Laughing at himself.’ And they moved on.


‘Giddy up,’ I called out to the horse and resumed ploughing. I didn’t dare lift my eyes from the plough until much later when I had finished the entire field.


There was no one to be seen, but shots could be heard coming from the direction of the village. I set the exhausted and confused horse free and patted him affectionately.


‘Thank you, horsey, I’ll never forget you for this.’ The horse snorted and, a few paces later, relieved himself. Then he trotted to a grassy area and began to graze.


I lay down on the ground but, feeling vulnerable, I walked to a stack of wheat and burrowed my way in. Soon enough I realised it afforded no protection against a stray bullet. Then I spotted my sanctuary – the deserted wagon.


I hoisted myself onto the rear, my feet dangling between the two back wheels. I surveyed the landscape, matter-of-factly reclined, turned on my stomach, and wiggled to the centre.


Should a bullet come my way, I’ll be safe. But soon it became evident that the wagon’s wooden sides offered no defence. But by now I couldn’t think of anywhere else to hide, so I closed my eyes and reconciled myself to fate. If I was hit, I didn’t want to see the bullet, and each time I heard one whistle by I’d wonder if I was still alive.


At long last when the shooting came to an end, I opened my eyes, raised my head, and saw that night had fallen. Little stars were shimmering in the sky and all around was darkness. I could hear the horse still grazing but couldn’t see him. In the distance, flickering naphtha lamps could be seen.


I climbed down. Perhaps what is before me is not the village of Kulik, but the land of the dead. I took a few steps.


‘I’m alive!’ I said aloud. Perhaps I’d better wait. The Germans are probably still in the village. Maybe they’ve discovered Ivan’s hiding hole. What about Vanja? Where did he go? What should I do? Wait here? Why isn’t Genia looking for me? I know why. They’ve found Ivan and shot everyone. No! They would never find Ivan. Poor Vanja, what if they caught him? Not only is he an escapee, but probably Jewish to boot. How could they tell? I wonder if he’s circumcised!


I waited patiently, listening to the sounds of the night: a dog barking here and there, a wild rabbit running through the field. It was cold and I shivered in my thin cotton trousers and light shirt. I had to find out what had happened. I began to walk briskly, finding my way more by instinct than by vision.


The small flickering light of the naphtha lamp guided me to the back window of the house. Someone is home; I encouraged myself, and peeked in.
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