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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			This is not a biography. It is a novel. I have altered timelines here and there, changed names and events as I felt necessary to tell a compelling story.

			Over her lifetime, Irene wrote two autobiographical books, one with Jennifer Armstrong, In My Hands: Memories of a Holocaust Rescuer, and the other was co-authored by Jeffrey M. Elliot, Into the Flames: The story of a Righteous Gentile. Both are recommended for anyone wanting to learn more about Irene’s incredible life.

		

	
		
			For Irene

		

	
		
			Part I

			Irena Gut

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			She was an old woman, beautiful in the way old women are beautiful. But she was not without vanity. There was a time when heads turned as Irena entered a room. Men’s heads, and women’s too. Some women watched her pass by out of envy, others out of lust.

			It was a degenerate time. Blood in the air lent everything an urgency. Handsome men in officer’s uniforms with pomaded hair, freshly shaven cheeks scented with eau de cologne, which most called Kolnisch Vasser, looked up from their cigarettes as they lit them, and followed her with their eyes.

			The junior officers could only afford Eckstein Da Capo cigarettes, which was ironic, Irena thought, since Eckstein and his partner Breslauer were both Jews. Those same junior officers joked that Eckstein and Breslauer, their descendants, and their cigarettes, would all go up in smoke anyway, so what did it matter?

			Before the invasion of France, the officers had drunk a German sparkling wine called Rotkappchen. It came from a village on the Unstrap River. While they called it “champagne,” Herr Schultze, an innkeeper before the war and a connoisseur of French wines, declared it was nothing more than dishwater with fizz.

			Then Hitler invaded Denmark and Norway.

			Denmark surrendered the day it was invaded, and by the early summer of 1940 German Army majors and SS sturmbannfuhrers were washing down Danish pickled herring with Aalborg’s Aquavit direct from Copenhagen.

			By late July, the Germans had switched to Godiva chocolates from Belgium and Gouda and Edam cheeses from the Netherlands, served after meals with real French Champagne.

			After the invasion of France and the British defeat at Dunkirk, even Wehrmacht second lieutenants were drinking the occasional Taitinger and smoking Rothman’s English cigarettes.

			That’s how Irena found out all of Europe had fallen.

			The Germans had switched from sauerkraut and beer.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Poland was no more. The Germans now called it “The Incorporated Eastern Territories,” and within its borders they opened the death camp Auschwitz-Birkenau. More than a million people would be murdered there—nine hundred thousand of them Jews, two hundred thousand were children. By the summer of 1945, the Nazis would murder 1.5 million Jewish children in the death camps and ghettoes of occupied Europe.

			If you took all the wars America fought, all the soldiers who had been killed in the Revolutionary War, all the ones killed in the Civil war, in World War I and World War II, all the American soldiers who were killed in Korea and Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan, when you added them all together, all those soldiers in all those wars, in over two hundred years of killing, it was still less than the number of Jewish children the Nazis killed between 1940 and 1945.

			These were random thoughts as Irena waited in the wings to be introduced by the high school principal, a strongly built Black man in his middle forties, who looked as if he was hired as much for his physicality as his academic resume—understandable, as this was a tough school in the tough L.A. neighborhood of South Central. Irena’s family and friends told her she was insane going into schools like that to speak in her Polish accent about what had happened to Europe’s Jews while the world shrugged its shoulders half a century before.

			She’d only been speaking at the schools for a little over a year, but now, she said, in an accent that sounded remarkably like Zsa Zsa Gabor, “Even the big macho schoolboys would come to me after I am speaking for a hug. And I tell them ‘I love you, honyeh!’” which was as close to the word “honey” as her accent would allow her to get. “And they are all with tears in the eyes. Especially the big macho boys!”
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			She didn’t have to force herself to remember what for almost fifty years she’d tried to forget. Nightmares danced in daylight but ruled her midnight hours.

			Irena surrendered to the long-ago sounds of hobnailed boots on cobblestones, the shouted orders, the screams, the smells of rotted fruit and terror-sweat in the alleyway where farmer’s wives sold produce and the occasional bloodied carcass hung of whatever animal Germans had not yet stolen, as the SS leapt down from truck gates crashing open, their wolfen dogs straining at the leash, fangs bared, froth dripping, barking at women who screamed to a god for salvation that did not come.
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			“Off the streets!” Sturmbannfuhrer Rokita shouted, his gray-green uniform immaculate, death’s head cap peaked at just the right angle, watching his reflection in the dead Jewish butcher’s shop window. “Off the streets!”

			Poles in the Tarnopol1 marketplace obeyed the orders and scattered. In an instant the streets were empty. Fruit stalls were deserted where moments before hausfraus had haggled over the price of tomatoes per gram. In the yellow- and cream-colored buildings lining the square and alleyways, shutters slammed shut.

			Then came the screams, the sobs, the sounds of hobnails, quick marching, of Jews pushed, Jews driven like cattle and cursed before rifle butts and barking dogs, Jews beaten.
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			“All right, students, settle down.” Irena hears the principal’s voice, and she tries to push the memory aside. “Settle down. I’m pleased to introduce our speaker this morning.”

			His voice faded in her head as women, children, and old people stumbled beneath truncheons, cracking skulls. And there was always the terrible sounds of barking dogs.

			Irena doesn’t hear her name spoken, but she knows it’s time to walk out of the wings to the podium where bored black and brown faces stare at her absently from the audience below. Here and there a hand clap or two, a yawn, someone laughs.

			“Good morning, my dahlink children,” she says in her Zsa Zsa-accented voice. “I am so happy to be with you here today, to see so many beautiful young faces.” She remembers the faces of children who never survived their childhoods, who had been robbed of all that the children who had not been selected, who had not been herded into ghettoes, took for granted.

			In the ghettoes of Europe, Jews young and old starved, and learned to step over bodies of the dead who they once knew as neighbors, brothers, sisters, parents.

			“I look at you, and it seems to me it cannot be so very long ago that I was your age, and the world was younger than it would ever be again. I want to tell you the story of a young girl who was close to your ages right now.”

			Irena fights to silence the screams in her mind: the “Juden raus!” and the handsome young officer’s whistle he keeps on blowing in her mind, the tiny voices, the banshee cries of “Mama! Mamaleh!”

			“And this young girl,” she says, “had to make an important choice. She had to choose between life and death.”

			The yawns stop. No laughter now. These inner-city kids also know Death. They’ve seen it, heard its rattle in the throats of brothers, sisters, neighbors, friends, strangers.

			“This young girl did see people murdered in front of her.”

			Irena can still picture the young soldier behind the machine gun at the edge of the pit, naked men and women, parents covering their naked children’s eyes, bodies falling, here and there a hand still moving, still alive.

			“Hidden behind a wall, the girl watched old peoples and young, mens and womens and little childrens, murdered in front of her, and she said nothing, did nothing. But what could she say or do? If she said anything, did anything, she would be killed as well. And so, she stayed silent in that moment. Not a word, not a whisper. But she made a vow to God that if He ever put into her hands the chance to save a life, to do something, then she would not be silent, she would do it! If He put it into her hands.”

			The hard young faces softened, no longer smirking, leaning forward as she spoke.

			“This girl was almost exactly your age when God put her at a crossroad and offered her the choice between a moral and an immoral life, between complicity and redemption, between life and death.”
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			The shovels and the bulldozer idled as lime was poured into the pit over the bodies. As the girl watched from behind the wall, shots rang out here and there, aimed at those still moving.
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			“This girl, she did not ask for it, but God put into her hands the lives of twelve people, and she was not much older than you. She did not know if they would live, or if they did, how many would live, how many would die. And she was not so much very older than you, my dear children, when her world forever changed.”

			No noise now in the auditorium. No shuffling of feet, all of them waiting for each word.

			“I know this story very well because I was there. In those days, I was a young girl, beautiful and blond haired—not from a bottle, you know, but real. I was a Polish Catholic girl from a good family, with a father I could twist around my baby finger. I was studying to be a nurse when Hitler and Stalin decided to make a deal, to rip apart the belly of my beloved Poland, like two dogs with a piece of meat. I had not spoken of these things for almost fifty years, but then one night on the television I heard a person—a polite, supposedly educated man, yet he was a Holocaust denier. The man spoke so calmly, such a seemingly reasonable man, who said, ‘You know, it never happened.’

			“Well, I can tell you, it happened!

			“And that’s when I said, ‘Now I must speak! For the sake of that girl, and the twelve lives that were put into her hands. Now is the time to tell what happened.’”

			[image: ]

			When the last of the Jews were dead, the Nazis marched off in formation, leaving behind a bulldozer pushing mounds of earth into the pit, covering the corpses. And from behind the wall, Irena watched until the bulldozer drove off and the ground healed like a fresh scar over the pit.

			Then she saw a strange plant grow up out of the earth like a stubborn weed pushing up through a cement sidewalk. Fingers clawed up through the earth, a strange crop trying, struggling … then stilled. Terrified, she watched but could not move.

			

			
				
					1	These days Tarnopol is called Ternopil, and it is now within the borders of Western Ukraine.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Radom was a pleasant town in Central Poland, neither big nor small, pleasant in the manner of such Polish towns. Trees lined neatly laid out streets lined with big houses, small houses, town squares, and cobbled streets. It began as a trade settlement, the old route between Rus and Lithuania to Malopolska, Little Poland, and Silesia. In 1724, laws were enacted establishing “de non tolerandis Judaeis,” meaning Jews were not allowed to live or trade there except for the occasional fairs.

			But with the reforms of Alexander Weikopolski in 1862 and the declaration of the National Government in 1863, Jews were granted permission to live within the township and were ensured of equal status.

			They built a cemetery, a hospital, schools, libraries, and a single sex gymnasium for men in 1917. A year later they built one for women. An eight-class co-educational gymnasium was established in 1928. By the eve of World War II, almost forty percent of Radom was Jewish.

			There were 668 craft workshops and ninety larger industrial workshops which employed forty-five hundred workers, Jews, and non-Jews laboring together. The town thrived in no small part because of the Jewish entrepreneurs working in milling and tobacco. There were brickyards run by Shmuel Adler and the Stajnberg Brothers, tanneries run by the Ejzmans and Gutman Brothers, furniture factories owned by Gotfryd and Sons, Gieycz and Sons, Kohn and Sons, and mills run by the Frydmans, the Gromans and Kirszenbaums. The Jews of Radon worked in textiles and tailoring; they were shoemakers and hairdressers. There were professionals as well, lawyers and teachers, doctors, dentists, and notaries. They published eighteen newspapers: five in Polish and thirteen in Yiddish or Hebrew.

			There was a local legend of King Kazimierz, a peaceful man who built a palace for his true love, Esther, a beautiful Jewish girl just like the Esther of the Bible. The Esterka House was still there in Radom at Ryneck 5, just like in the legend.

			It was a pleasant town for Jew and Gentile alike.
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			Irena Gut had been raised there in a prosperous family. Her father owned a factory which made electric light poles. He was an educated Gentile man whose business partner was a Jew. The children of both families were best friends. There were five daughters in Irena’s family, and she was the baby, doted on, spoiled, loved.

			At seventeen she decided to study nursing. On September 1, 1939, she was a pretty girl in her uniform—the cap and cape of a student nurse, fresh-faced, blond, blue-eyed—walking confidently down a pleasant street, in a pleasant town in September 1939 when the wall of the building next to her exploded.

			It was the first of countless German bombs dropped on the city.

			There was a shriek and a sound— a wave hitting, invisible, as if from a vengeful ocean. The world exploded, concrete chunks like jagged cannonballs blowing apart what the bomb left intact.

			The wave knocked Irena to the ground like a hammer, leaving a copper taste in her mouth. Screams were followed by silence, ears ringing, not hearing, underwater-sounding silence, muffled screams, lips moving without speaking without crying. She stood and saw that around her were bodies: some legless, obscene, intestines like sausages, blank eyes, others writhing, blood everywhere.

			“Run, you little idiot!” a man shouted, his bald head pierced with shards of glass, blood streaming. “Run!”

			“But what…?” She heard her voice without knowing why she had spoken up or what she was trying to ask. “But what…?”

			“It’s war!” he yelled back at her.
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			By September 8 the German army had entered Radom, and all that existed in the town before the bombs, the world of schools and workshops, libraries and the eight-class co-educational gymnasium, the thirteen newspapers, the tanners and textile workers, millers, tobacconists, teachers, doctors, notaries, the partnership in the company which made electric light poles, all of it ended.

			In the first hours of the first day of occupation, Irena tended to the wounded in the hospital. Some of the other girls from her nursing class were there; yet others were dead.

			Official proclamations were issued.

			Poland would fight on!

			There were rumors of a glorious charge of Polish cavalry against German tanks led by Colonel Kazimierz Mastalerz. It wasn’t true, of course, but it was almost true. On the first day of the war Mastalerz ordered the Eighteenth Pomeranian Ulan Regiment to draw sabers and charge a unit of German infantry camped in the forest near the village of Krojanty. The German troops panicked and ran. The German advance was stopped—temporarily, until more German armored cars and tanks charged up the forest road, opening up with .30 caliber machine gunfire.

			Colonel Mastalerz was killed on the spot, and the forest was soon littered with dead horses and dead boys in cavalry uniforms.

			The Germans pushed on.

			But Mastalerz’s hopeless cavalry charge was a good story, and people wanted to believe it.
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			As the Germans advanced, Irena and the other student nurses were transferred to the Kovno on the war’s Eastern front. Some five hundred kilometers from Radom, Stalin’s Russian forces were also trying to claim a slice of the Polish pie.

			In a bombed-out factory turned makeshift hospital, the beds were so full they laid the newly wounded on the floor. The minute one patient died, his bed was filled with another of the newly wounded. Available empty spots on the floor were filled with more wounded being delivered by camions and horse-carts, carried in by comrades so bloodied it was difficult to tell the wounded from the stretcher-bearers. Bandages soaked through with blood were changed until the bandages ran out, and then sheets were torn until none of those were left either. Boys cried out for their mothers, or they cursed the mothers who bore them and the Germans all the same.

			Irena and her sister nurses pushed their hands down, hand on hand against blood-spouting arteries, while doctors poured yellow sulfanilamide powder onto the wounds and stuffed gauze in gaping, jagged cut flesh to staunch the bleeding, used tourniquets where they could, and more gauze when they couldn’t.

			Sometimes a dying boy would grab Irena’s arm. He would look into her eyes as if she could save them. When there were no more ampules of morphine, it was harder to bear the sound of their screams. And when they were silent, finally, that was harder still. These were boys her age. She held their hands as they died.

			Once a 152 mm. Howitzer shell hit the hospital wall and blew out what windows were left on the opposite side of the building. Irena threw herself over a wounded boy to protect him from the blast.

			But a glass shard penetrated his neck and severed his carotid artery. There was nothing she could do. He died quickly.
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			On September 1, a little over two weeks after the war began, the Colonel Doctor called his staff together in the courtyard outside the bombed-out factory they used as the hospital. Russian bombers passed by overhead, but they dropped no ordinance.

			Turning to his aide, the Colonel Doctor asked if everyone was present. When he was told that all but those tending the dying were assembled, he cleared his throat and tried to speak. His voice cracked, and no one could understand what he was trying to say. He coughed and cleared his throat, and this time spoke in a firm voice.

			“I regret with all my heart and soul to inform you,” he said, “that the Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov has issued a statement declaring, effective 17 September 1939, the German and Russian invasions of Poland have reached their objectives, and the Government of Poland has ceased to exist.”

			The gathered doctors and nurses broke out in sobs.

			They had believed in the invincibility of the Polish spirit.

			They had believed the Western democracies would come to their aid.

			They had believed in Chopin and cavalry charges against Panzer divisions.

			“Our country,” he said, “is no more.”

			And with that, there was nothing left in which to believe.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Before he’d spoken the words, The Colonel Doctor still held a vestige of command presence. He had been their leader, issuing orders. They had listened and obeyed.

			But the moment he spoke the words, “Our country is no more,” he ceased to look like a free man. It was as if he was now waiting for some stranger to tell him what to do, where to go, what to eat, when to stand at attention and when he was allowed to stand easy or sit.

			He was stateless, as were they all now, people without a country, supplicant to whatever strangers ruled over them. They were no longer masters of their fate. They were its victims.

			“You are free to go to try to save yourselves as best you can,” he said. He was absolving himself of any responsibility for them, even as they were absolved, in turn, of any loyalty toward him or the country, which, up until a moment ago, they had sworn oaths to defend with their lives.

			Poland was no more.

			But they were still there. How could it be? They were without purpose, without obligation, without identity, citizens of a country which was now only a memory.

			They did not even have the legal security of prisoners of war. Prisoners were protected by international norms, the Geneva Convention. Prisoners had to be housed, fed, indeed protected by the army to which they surrendered, always with the assumption that eventually a peace would be signed between the warring parties and prisoners would be exchanged, repatriated, and welcomed back to their homes by their country.

			But these Poles no longer had a country. They were neither captive nor free. Like a Transylvanian tale told to frighten children, they were the undead.

			“Those of you from the West,” he said, “should leave.”

			Irena clung to his words like someone shipwrecked, grabbing the floating remnant of a deck chair. Here, at least, was purpose.

			“Leave immediately,” he said. “God only knows if the Russians will allow you to be repatriated to what is now … the German zone.”

			So, it was decided: she would go home to Radom.

			If she no longer had a country, she still had a family, a mother who would comfort her, sisters who would braid her hair, a father she could wrap around her little finger, memories, warmth, safety, love.
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			At first, a group of young people walked together through the forest; some wounded, some nurses, a young doctor, two soldiers who’d stripped off their uniforms and put on clothes they’d taken from a deserted farmhouse. They walked for three days.

			There was no road, just a general direction: west.

			Their lives, once so complicated, Irena thought, was now reduced to just five imperatives:

			Go west, Eat what you can find, Sleep where you lay, Relieve yourself when necessary, and above all: Avoid Russians.

			They barely slept.

			They ate the few rations they’d brought from the hospital. Their water ran out. They hoped to happen upon a stream or river but found none. There were forest sounds: warblers and woodpeckers, corncrakes, and badgers.

			Gradually, they stopped talking.

			They simply walked: one foot in front of the other. One foot in front of the other. One foot in front of the other. Each moved at a different pace. Some wandered off. All of them inhabited their own private world of memory and horror.

			Irena recalled the legend of Baba Yaga who lived in the forest with her sisters and ate little children. In her reverie of childhood tales of goblins, elves and warlocks intermingled with torn bodies, artillery shells, bombs shrieking.

			One foot in front of the other—always West.

			When the sun rose, they fled it.

			When it set, they pursued it.

			In Irena’s head, Mama was waiting for her. So were her sisters. She sat on her father’s lap as he sang to her, Kotki Dwa, the lullaby about two kittens. Aaa, kotki dwa, szarobure obydwa, nic nie beda robily, tylko ciebie bawili. Aaa, two kittens, both mottled gray, they won’t do anything but entertain you.

			Then she was with her mother at the stove making Golabki, stuffed cabbage filled with rice, ground beef and pork, tomato sauce, somehow sour, somehow sweet, and all the tastier for it. Her mother too, sang about the gray mottled kittens.

			She heard the sound of a tank tread. Or was it a troop carrier? Irena looked around to ask: who?

			Her companions were gone. She was alone in the forest.

			Baba Yaga would eat her. The monster would serve Irena for dinner to her sisters in tomato sauce.

			Irena heard voices. They spoke Russian, not Polish.

			“Run you, little idiot!” She remembered the bald man with shards of glass sticking out of his forehead shouting. “Run!”

			Fleeing through the woods, she tripped over a fallen birch tree. Knee bloodied and throbbing, she got to her feet and resumed running.

			And then she saw them: five Russian soldiers.

			“Yob tvoyu mat!” one said and laughed. He was a big man with a scar running down his cheek like a torn pocket. When he spoke, she saw teeth brown with tobacco and rot.

			“Poluchit yeye!” said his mate, a short man who looked like a monkey.

			Irena looked around, panicked like a doe before a pack of wolves. She turned and ran.

			Laughing, the Russians ran after her. They whooped, hollered, and called out to her as if she were a lost cat, a mottled kitten meant only to entertain.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			It started to snow.

			She didn’t know when.

			Perhaps it had been while they were raping her.

			Was she screaming when she first felt the snow falling?

			As a little girl, she had loved to lie in the forest at the edge of the town, just past her father’s factory, lying down in the last of the orange leaves in the cold of December, wishing for first snow, praying for it, closing her eyes and asking the Blessed Virgin to let the first snowflake of winter land on her eyelash and cover her in a blanket of white, opening her eyes and watching the thick flakes drift not down, but up, as if lifting her up to heaven.

			Once Papa took her and Mama and her sisters on a business trip to Krakow and they went to see the colors by the old limestone quarry and the rocks of Twardowski, and Papa had told her the legend of Master Twardowski who ran a school of magic. He taught sorcerers on the cliffs among the trees which burned in orange flames, red, gold, and orange. But one day while teaching them a spell, his laboratory exploded, and all that was left were rocks—which they then named after Master Twardowski.

			Irena’s face was struck again, and her lips and nose exploded with blood. She swallowed something warm and coppery, gagging her. She swallowed more just as a fist hit her again and she felt the snowflake land on her eyelash, or had it been spit?

			She had never been unchaperoned with a boy before.

			Hearing screams, she knew they were her own, but she wasn’t really there anymore as the monkey man tore at her skirt and forced himself inside her.

			She was dead.

			On All Saints Day, her family had gone to the cemetery to Babcia and Jadek’s graves. They had lit candles and brought them treats. But how would her parents find Irena’s grave now that she was dead? It was so cold being dead. But the pain, Mama, Ayyy, Mama, it hurts! It’s not supposed to hurt when you’re dead!

			Irena opened her eyes. The snow was still falling, thick, and she wasn’t rising to heaven. The snow was burying her. The cold numbed her pain. And she died again.
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			“What is your name, my girl?” The woman spoke Polish with a Russian accent.

			Irena opened her eyes.

			“What is your name?” She wore a bloodstained white lab coat. Irena was in a room with walls of vomitous green.

			“What is your name?”

			Irena shook her head. The pain was still there but buried, muffled, far away. There was a needle in her arm. It hurt. She wasn’t ready to talk—if she ever would be. She closed her eyes and let the morphine take her away once more.

			Unpleasant dreams followed, of the monkey man and others, brown teeth, and the rank smell of sweat and cigarettes, of clothes unwashed stinking of sweat, the smell of tobacco and sweat and gagging on her blood when a fist slammed into her nose.

			There was also pain from the woman who spoke Polish with the Russian accent in the white lab coat stained with blood. She was whispering and touching Irena. The moaning Irena heard was not hers, but it came from the woman in the white lab coat, who was touching Irena down there. She was calling Irena “her kitten, little kitten.”
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			When she woke, the pain had lessened.

			The woman in the white coat would come, and the morphine would take her away. Dreams of the woman and the monkey man would return until she would wake once again.

			Then one day the woman was gone, and a doctor appeared beside Irena’s bed. He said, “The Soviet government has decided out of compassion to allow Poles from the West to leave the Russian Sector. I believe your wounds have now healed. What you went through will heal as well over time. I pray it will. You are free to go.”

			“Go?” Irena said. The word made no sense. “Go where? Where should I go?”

			“To your home. To your family. To the people who love you. And whose love I pray will help to heal you.” Not unkindly, he stroked Irena’s hair.

			She flinched at his touch and pulled away.

			“Good luck,” he said.
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			A truck would take her as far as the German Sector. She sat on a sack of potatoes in the back of the Opel Blitz, her head against its canvas top as it jostled down a road lined with troop carriers, horse-drawn wagons, trucks, and dead-eyed people carrying sacks on their backs, and of course there were soldiers, soldiers, soldiers, soldiers.

			Irena was relieved to see the Germans. The Russians were animals. The Germans were cultured people, the people of Beethoven and Bach. Also, she spoke German. She had been the best in her class, and when her father had taken her to Austria, people there had thought she was a native with her blond hair and blue eyes. Vienna was the most beautiful city in the world. The city of Mozart, and pastries, Sachertorten, cremeschnitten!

			The Russians were worse than animals!

			But it had been a Russian woman who’d found her in the forest in the snow. A Russian who had brought her to the hospital. The Russian woman in the lab coat, the one who moaned when the morphine carried Irena away.

			And the older Russian man, the doctor—he had prayed for her, and it had been the Germans who’d bombed her city, who had killed the boys in the hospital that she’d cared for. Or had the Russians murdered them?

			She leaned against the canvas top and let sleep take her. The truck drove as far as Poland’s German Sector.
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			In Radom, whole streets she once knew were no longer there.

			Entire neighborhoods had disappeared. And in what was left of the town, the Germans were changing the street signs from Polish to German. She walked head-down, avoiding eye contact, her head covered in a scarf.

			Irena had been vain about her looks, but that was before. When a boy had looked at her in school, she shyly glanced away, and then always looked back with just a hint of smile.

			No longer.

			And then she saw it, exactly where it should be, next to the pine tree at the end of the street, the door her father had carved especially for their home with the intricate cut-glass leaded window.

			Irena ran toward it. Her mother would be there, her sisters, the stove would be hot, and Mama would be making lunch. It was almost time for lunch, wasn’t it?

			She ran faster.

			The front door opened.

			“Mama!” Irena cried out. “Mama!”

			But instead of her mother a German officer stood there, a man of thirty-five in a gray green uniform.

			Irena stopped short like a dog outrunning its leash.

			The man looked at her.

			“Excuse me, sir,” Irena said in German. “But…why…what...why did you come out of this house?”

			“Because I live here, Fräulein,” he said. “Why else would I be coming out of it?”

			“But this is my house—my family’s house.”

			“No. It is my house. And who are you?”

			“I…I grew up here...and then the Germans, I mean...the Russians invaded and I—”

			“Do you have some kind of identification?”

			“I... I’m sorry, sir, I must have the wrong address. They’ve changed all the names of the streets. They all look the same and I’m sorry...I didn’t mean to bother you.” She turned away and walked, head down, hoping the officer had better things to do than question a stupid girl who didn’t know her own address.

			Her family was gone. Had they fled? Her mother and father, her sisters? How could they leave and not wait for her? Or perhaps they’d been arrested. But why? There must be someone she knew, someone who could tell her. They couldn’t all be gone or dead. She would find someone who knew, and they would tell her or take her to them or take her in, feed her, hold her, listen while she cried and they would tell her, Shhhh, it will be all right, little kitten, everything will be all right.

			She walked for over an hour on streets she no longer recognized, until up ahead she saw the Catholic church where she had been baptized, where she had celebrated her first communion, where she had gone to Mass every Christmas and Easter in a white dress with ribbons in her hair.

			Even now, Irena saw that people were going into the church: old men, children, and women of various ages. The young men were all gone.

			She stopped and said to no one, “It’s Sunday.” And the realization made her smile.

			Surely someone in the church would know her! They would know where her family was and where she could find them.
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