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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      It was dark when Joel Kozak pulled the sputtering car into the driveway. He stepped out of the car and hurried to open the door for the man in the back.

      “Thank you, Robert,” the man said as he stepped out. “I know I said you could take the car with you tonight, but it looks like you’ll need to fix it first.”

      Joel nodded. “You’re right, Herr Kesler. I’m just glad we made it back. I’ll come in early tomorrow.”

      Kesler shook his head. “Don’t bother, I don’t need to be anywhere. You can use the morning to work on the car. Do you have an idea what it might be?”

      “Probably a broken clutch; it felt a bit heavy. I can take a look now if you want?”

      “No, no. Please go home. You don’t want to be out on the streets after curfew.” Kesler disappeared inside, and Joel sat back in the car. As he turned the key, the engine made a spluttering sound. Joel tried again, but there was only a soft clicking noise. He got out, opened the hood, and the smell of warm oil entered his nostrils. He shined a small flashlight under the hood and cursed—the motor was covered in oil. Not just a broken clutch, then. Joel closed the hood and locked the car—it was no use trying to fix the engine in the dark.

      He stepped into the street, closing the gate behind him. Working as a driver for the Germans meant he enjoyed an amount of freedom few people in Ciechanów did. His driver’s permit—secured by Mr. Kesler—allowed him to pass through the German checkpoints unhindered.

      The streets were quiet, and Joel checked his watch—almost seven. Even though curfew wouldn’t be for an hour, he instinctively checked his jacket for his papers. They were still there, and he let out a deep sigh.

      He walked on, and large homes made way for smaller houses packed closer together. The pavement narrowed until it merged into the street. Joel walked through the gates of the city center, the sign above him indicating he was now entering the Jewish Quarter. Quarter, Joel shook his head. They should call it what it is.

      He turned the corner to find the street ahead blocked by a dozen people milling about. They had their backs to him, focused on something on the cobblestones. It didn’t take long to see what they were looking at; the bodies of two men lay face down, a dark puddle of blood around their heads—small holes in the back of their necks testament to the execution.

      The people crowding around were in various stages of shock. Two women—presumably the men’s wives—stood with their hands covering their faces, shaking as they cried. Other people looked on in horror. A man with a determined step exited one of the houses, carrying a set of bedsheets. He put his hand on the shoulders of the two women and gently spoke to them. Through their sobs, they nodded, and he knelt beside the bodies. A lump formed in Joel’s throat. Those poor women.

      “Can you give me a hand?” The man spoke to no one in particular, yet to everybody. When nobody responded, Joel stepped forward. The man looked at him in surprise but quickly handed him the other side of the sheet. Two more men found their courage, wrapped the first man in the sheet, and carried him inside the house.

      Two other men stood a little distance from the group. Joel’s blood ran cold when he saw the glint of the lightning-strike-shaped S’s on their dark green uniforms. A German patrol.

      “Well, well, look here.” One of them spoke as Joel and the three other men returned. “You’ll need to hurry, it’s almost curfew.” The man looked to be in his early twenties, only a few years older than Joel.

      No one responded, keen to finish their gruesome task. Joel knelt and gently lifted the dead man’s feet when he felt a presence. He turned and found one of the SS men hovering over him. He met the man’s eyes and was dismayed to see a spark of recognition.

      “You look familiar,” the man said, his brow furrowed as he scanned Joel’s face. “But I can’t quite place you.” His eyes ran over Joel’s arms, and his expression changed from one of curiosity to suspicion. “Where’s your armband?”

      Joel’s eyes followed the man’s gaze. The other SS trooper joined them. “What’s going on, Gerhardt?”

      “He’s not wearing his Jew armband,” Gerhardt said, taking a step closer, forcing Joel to readjust his stance to avoid tumbling onto the dead man on the pavement.

      “I’m not a Jew.” He reached into his jacket and produced his driver’s permit. The German inspected it, his eyes narrowing as he read it aloud. “Robert Kozak, a Volksdeutsche.” Then, a triumphant smile appeared on his face. “So that’s why you look familiar. You work for Kesler!”

      “I run errands for Mr. Kesler,” Joel said, carefully replacing the permit in his jacket pocket.

      The German looked more relaxed, but his partner spoke in annoyance. “What are you doing in the ghetto? Don’t you know aiding Jews is forbidden?”

      Joel stood up, towering over the Germans. “I’m sorry, I was rushing home and didn’t realize I was passing through the ghetto. Before I knew it, I ran into this group, and they needed a hand.” He waved his hand at the mourners looking at him wide eyed. “I thought we couldn’t just leave these bodies in the street. What would the city come to if we just leave people to rot?”

      “I don’t care about Jews rotting in the street.” The SS man looked at him with a neutral expression. “They should’ve thought about the consequences before doing whatever they did to get shot.”

      Joel gritted his teeth. “I understand. I apologize for my mistake.”

      The trooper was about to say something when Gerhardt spoke up. “Come on, Hansie, let’s move on. Mr. Kozak will make his way home and out of the ghetto.” He looked at Joel sternly. “We won’t see you helping out Jews in here again, will we?”

      “Of course not, thank you, sir,” Joel said as he turned away from the group. He met the eyes of the man with whom he'd carried the first body inside. An unspoken look of understanding passed between them.

      As he walked away, he heard the troopers say. “And be careful in the ghetto. Those Jews might just rob you, or worse.”

      He crossed through small streets, careful to avoid the main thoroughfares. He couldn’t risk running into the SS patrol again, even though he was going a different direction. Five minutes later, he reached a small house, a faint flicker of candlelight making its way through the curtains. He turned the key and opened the door with a creak, the homey scent of lavender hitting his nostrils.

      “Joel, is that you?” a familiar voice called from the back.

      He hung his coat on the rack. “Yes, Mama.” Before stepping into the cramped kitchen, he opened a drawer and put his papers inside.

      “I was worried; you’re home so late,” she said, giving him a quick peck on the cheek as he sat down at the kitchen table. She placed a steaming bowl before him.

      “I’m fine, Mama, it just took a little longer to get home today.” He didn’t want to bother his mother with the gruesome details.

      She sat opposite him as he almost inhaled his soup. “You know you can tell me when something’s wrong, right?”

      Joel put down his spoon. “I promise I can take good care of myself.” He stood, keen to get to his room. “I’m going to make it an early night. Mr. Kesler’s car broke down, so I best be in early tomorrow.”

      His mother remained seated and smiled. “We are so fortunate you’ve found a job with Mr. Kesler. I’m not sure how we would survive on normal wages. Especially since it’s just you and me.” Her smile faded slightly, her eyes suddenly a little distant.

      Joel’s heart ached, as he hugged his mother. “I promise we’ll be fine. Mr. Kesler is very pleased, and there is so much work that he’ll need me around for quite a bit longer.”

      “I know, Joel. I just want you to be careful. Every day I worry you might not come back in the evening. Those Germans are so unpredictable.”

      He broke their embrace and looked at his mother. “Mr. Kesler is different. We can trust him. He wouldn’t have arranged those papers for me otherwise.”

      She nodded, and Joel kissed her forehead. “Good night, Mama.”

      He climbed the narrow stairs and headed for his room, where he lay on the bed. He closed his eyes. Those Jews will rob you, or worse. He opened his eyes and shook his head, the pillow softly crunching as he did. If only they knew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Agnes stood near the bridge. What’s taking her so long? She should’ve been here fifteen minutes ago. She tapped her foot, her eyes on the crowded street across the bridge. The sun was out, and it was an uncharacteristically sunny April day for Amsterdam.

      The people on the bridge rushed by without notice. A young man caught her eye; late twenties, early thirties, walking purposefully, with a straight back and broad shoulders. He wore a suit—no overcoat was needed today—and carried a doctor’s bag. He must’ve felt her looking at him since he turned her way and smiled. Agnes returned the smile, then averted her eyes. A few seconds later, she looked in his direction again—he was already halfway down the street.

      “Sorry I’m late,” a familiar voice said, interrupting her thoughts. She turned to find her sister standing beside her. “The tram was stuck, and the driver wouldn’t let me get off. I swear I left in time,” Yvette said, slightly out of breath.

      Agnes looked at her younger sister as she stood panting beside her. Relieved, she hugged her. “I was worried about you, it’s not like you to be this late,” Agnes said.

      Yvette Markx, at nineteen years old, was two years younger but a head taller than Agnes. At first sight, it was hard to believe they were sisters. Agnes had a full head of blond curls, whereas Yvette liked to keep her dark brown hair cropped short. It only became apparent when the girls talked that the pair were siblings: their voices were nearly identical.

      “Did you get in touch with Johannes?” Agnes asked as they crossed the bridge.

      “He should be at the market now; I handed him our coupons yesterday. He said it wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Where are we meeting him?”

      “The southern entrance. We should still be able to make it,” Yvette said as she eyed the church clock farther down the street.

      “Yve,” Agnes said, using her sister’s nickname. “You sure we can trust Johannes?”

      Yvette stopped and turned, frowning. “He’s done this for other people as well. We can trust him.”

      I’m not going to argue with her. “Great, then let’s go find him.”

      Since the Germans had taken over, they had been imposing new restrictions on the Jewish community. Not being allowed to go to markets made it nearly impossible to get fresh produce. Thankfully, Yvette had come up with the plan to ask some Dutch friends of friends to visit the market for them. She hoped Johannes would come through.

      Yvette had picked up her pace and turned into the street leading to the market. As soon as she did, she stopped and sighed. Agnes caught up and understood why. Two trucks on either side blocked the street, and green-uniformed men were busy checking papers. The German Grüne Polizei—the Green Police—had set up a checkpoint.

      “Great, what do they want to check this time?” Yvette said as she reluctantly joined the small queue.

      “They’re not really checking anything. You know that,” Agnes said as she reached for her papers.

      The queue moved quickly, and when the sisters stepped forward, the German policeman gave them a friendly smile as they handed him their papers. Agnes returned the smile, Yvette stared at him blankly.

      He opened their papers, and his smile vanished. “This area is closed to Jews.” He handed back their papers.

      “Why?” Yvette’s eyes shot fire.

      “No Jews beyond this point.” He waved his hand dismissively, indicating for them to move back.

      “But we need to meet someone just a little farther up the street.” Yvette didn’t move, and Agnes’ throat felt constricted. Come on, sis, don’t push your luck.

      The policeman cocked his head. “What for? For getting illegal produce from the market?” Yvette blinked hard, and he smiled. “We know you’re getting Dutch people to get food from the market for you. Well, not anymore.” He pushed Yvette back. “Now get out of here before I decide you’re a real nuisance. We have plenty of space in the back of these trucks.”

      Agnes grabbed her sister’s wrist and firmly pulled her away. “Come, Yve, let’s go.”

      
        * * *

      

      “Mom and Dad are going to be furious,” Yvette said. “I gave him all our coupons for the rest of the month.”

      They stood a hundred meters from the checkpoint, where more people were turned away.

      “Come, take a breather,” Agnes said as she guided Yvette to a small bench. “I’m sure Johannes ran into the checkpoint and will realize what’s happening. He’s not going to steal our coupons.”

      “How long do you want to wait?” Yvette looked up at her with tears in her eyes. She always pretends to be tougher than she really is. She’s still my little sister, and she needs me now.

      Agnes smiled. “As long as it takes for him to show up. Did you agree on a time with him?”

      “We were supposed to meet around the entrance now,” Yvette said as she looked at the clock across the street. “Hopefully, he’ll understand we couldn’t make it there.”

      “If not, you’ll be able to find him, right?”

      Yvette nodded half-heartedly. “Don’t you have class?”

      “I can wait with you.”

      “No, you should go. It was hard enough to get into the classes. Papa won’t be pleased if he hears you’re skipping them. Let’s not both disappoint him today.”

      It had been more than a year since Agnes was banned from nursing school. But the Jewish community in Amsterdam responded swiftly, setting up small underground schools, as Jewish teachers were fired from their jobs as well.

      “Come, Agnes, go,” Yvette said, interrupting her thoughts. “There’s no use in us both sitting around waiting for him. If he doesn’t show, I’ll find him somehow. Go and enjoy your class. I know how much you look forward to it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Yvette groaned in frustration and playfully pushed her away. “Argh, yes, go. I don’t want you here any longer. I’ll see you at dinner, whatever that may be.”

      
        * * *

      

      Agnes was panting when she arrived at the school—an old office building on the outskirts of town. The back door was locked, as expected. The rules were clear; whoever was late would have to wait for the break to come in. It meant Agnes had to wait for the good part of two hours. Worse, she would miss an exciting lecture. If I’m going to be told off, might as well make sure I do it properly. She waited for a few seconds, straining her ears for sounds on the other side of the door before knocking.

      Ten seconds later, a muffled voice answered from behind the thick wooden door. “Who is it?”

      She recognized her teacher’s voice. “It’s Agnes, Mr. Klein.”

      A pause, then the lock clicked. A tall man with horn-rimmed glasses perched on his nose opened the door. Mr. Klein looked flustered and relieved. “Agnes, I was wondering what happened to you.” He stepped aside. “You haven’t missed a single class, never mind being late.”

      Agnes entered and let out a deep sigh. “I’m sorry, it was a bit of a mess in the city, and I got stuck on one of the trams.” A little white lie she could get away with.

      Her teacher closed the door—making sure to lock it—and shook his head. “Well, you didn’t miss much yet, so better hurry inside. But Agnes—” He looked at her sternly. “Please don’t be late again. I get nervous when students don’t show up.”

      She nodded; Mr. Klein risked so much for their little class of ten. She climbed the broad stairs to the second floor, where she was glad to see the other students sitting around in a circle. She greeted them as Mr. Klein entered, leaving the door to the hallway open. The class resumed, and Agnes caught up quickly. Mr. Klein was an excellent teacher, always able to explain complex material in a way they could all understand. Many of Agnes’ friends weren’t as fortunate, teaching themselves from old books at home.

      Time passed quickly, and when Mr. Klein called for a short break, Agnes was keen to stretch her legs. She found one of her friends, Mario Nacamulli, standing near a window in the hallway.

      “Funny how it’s so quiet around here,” Mario said as she approached. “This area used to be so lively before the war.”

      “No need for the office workers here anymore,” Agnes said. “I’m just glad the owner is letting us use it.”

      “He’s Jewish. Our people are helping each other wherever they can.” Mario looked pensive as he stared out the window.

      Agnes stood next to him and watched the abandoned square below. Bike racks stood empty; the only sounds were those of a few birds twittering away.

      “We need to stick together.” She told Mario about the checkpoint earlier that morning.

      He looked sympathetic. “I’ve heard plenty of stories of people approaching strangers to get them something from the market, only to have them run off with their coupons. It sounds like Yvette could trust him, though.”

      Agnes smiled back, reflecting his optimism. She was about to speak when movement on the square below caught her eye. “Look!”

      Mario’s ever-present smile vanished. “Oh shit.” His face turned a shade paler, and his eyes narrowed.

      A dozen men in black uniforms rushed from the road, heading straight for their building. Agnes was dismayed. “How did they find out about us?”

      “Someone must’ve seen us and told the Germans or the police.” Mario was already on his way back to the classroom.

      They stepped back into the classroom and found Mr. Klein holding a sandwich, in midbite. “What’s wrong?”

      “Blackshirts are approaching the building.” As Mario spoke, there were heavy thuds on the door one floor below. Voices shouted for them to open up, and for a moment, nobody in the room moved. The other students turned to Mr. Klein, fear in their eyes. He calmly stood, adjusted his glasses, and said, “Stay here. I’ll handle this.”

      “Are you sure you don’t need help?” Mario said. Agnes froze to the spot.

      “That won’t be necessary. Just stay quiet. I’m sure I can reason with them.” He left the room, closing the door behind him.

      “I don’t think words will help,” she said to Mario. The men in the black uniforms were part of the Dutch Nazi Party, the NSB. Similar to the Brownshirts in Germany, they brought violence wherever they showed up.

      He shook his head and looked around the classroom. “We need to find something to defend ourselves with.” The rest of the students looked scared, a few pleading to let Mr. Klein handle it.

      Mario was adamant and searched the cabinets in the room. “If Mr. Klein’s plan fails, we can’t just let them come in here and give us a beating.” He focused his attention on the other two young men in the class. “You’re with me, right?”

      They reluctantly joined him as the noise downstairs increased. Mr. Klein had reached the door. He was playing dumb, asking the men their business.

      “It doesn’t sound like they’re convinced,” Agnes said as she stood by the stairs, ignoring Mr. Klein’s advice to keep the door to the classroom shut.

      Mario appeared next to her, holding an envelope opener. “Look, Agnes. There are at least ten of them, maybe more. Only three of us, four with Mr. Klein, but I don’t know what they’ll do to him downstairs. If it comes to fighting, you must take the back door with the other girls, okay?”

      She shook her head. “I want to fight.”

      “No.”

      There was a tremendous crash downstairs, and Mr. Klein appeared at the foot of the stairs. He looked panicked, his face red as he rushed up the stairs. “They broke down the front door! Get away from the stairs!” His voice sounded unnatural as he used the railing to propel himself up. He had barely reached the top when the first of the Blackshirts followed.

      Mario grabbed Mr. Klein’s hand and called for the other men to join him at the top of the stairs. “Come on. This is the best place to stop them.” The other students were armed with pieces of wood, and it dawned on Agnes that they’d probably smashed a chair to create their weapons. “Agnes, get out of here, and take the other girls!” Mario said. She could see him tightening his grip on the letter opener.

      The young Blackshirt paused halfway up the stairs, sizing up the men waiting at the top, hatred spewing from his eyes. He doesn’t even know us.

      Within seconds, the stairway was filled with black uniforms. Agnes counted at least eight on the stairs, with the same number downstairs. “Just come with us now; there’s no need to fight,” one of them shouted. “You don’t stand a chance, anyway, Jew boys.” The man’s voice boomed through the building, the words landing viciously.

      “He’s right,” Agnes said to Mario. “Come with us. Maybe we can lose them in the streets.”

      Mario shook his head, focused on the men on the stairs. “I’m so tired of these thugs. It’s time to fight back.”

      “This is not the time,” Agnes said. He’s going to get himself killed.

      He turned to her, and as she looked into his eyes, she saw a determination that she knew no words of hers would weaken.

      “Take the other girls, Agnes, and run. We’ll hold them off as long as we can. Don’t worry about me. This isn’t my first fight. Now go!” He’s willing to do whatever to get us out. Mario turned his face back to the Blackshirts, who were now moving up the stairs, one step at a time. They had fallen into something resembling a battle formation.

      Agnes turned to find the girls shaking and crying and realized Mario was right: there was no sense in all of them being beaten, arrested, or worse. She swallowed hard as she stepped away. “Follow me,” she said to the girls, taking quick steps toward the back entrance.

      She opened a window and guided the first girl onto the fire escape stairs. She quickly climbed down; they were only on the second floor, after all. When the second girl climbed out, there were screams from the other side of the hallway. Agnes turned to see Mario and Mr. Klein lashing out viciously at the first Blackshirts. The third and fourth girl hurried out. Another roar as one of the Blackshirts tumbled down the stairs. Maybe they can hold them off, after all?

      The last girl climbed through the window, pausing to see how the men were doing. At that moment, Mr. Klein fell backward onto the floor. Mario and the others tried to close ranks, but they were too late. Two Blackshirts broke through and were now at the top of the stairs. Mario’s small legion was surrounded. They tried as best they could, but soon more Blackshirts poured upstairs, and Agnes reluctantly climbed outside. She looked back, where two Blackshirts descended on Mario like rabid hyenas. He tumbled to the ground, and their eyes met. The last thing she heard was him roaring. “Run!”
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      Samson Tarski was exhausted as he carried his small toolbox. His legs protested as he placed one foot before another, moving almost mechanically among the group of workers entering the city. Only another kilometer left.

      The day had been like any other, and he’d almost gotten used to the grueling work of sorting scrap metal in the yard outside Kraków. As one of the largest men in the detail, Samson was always picked to push the heavy metal carts from one side of the depot to the other and help load the trucks.

      “Keep moving, you dogs! I want to be home in time for dinner!” Jerzy—an especially vicious Volksdeutsche—boomed from the front of the column. Samson detested the Poles who had discovered some distant bloodline making them part German, and thus qualifying as Volksdeutsche. It meant slighter better treatment by the Nazi occupiers, resulting in larger food rations and jobs overseeing people like Samson.

      The work detail trotted through the city and soon crossed the Vistula River. The walls of the ghetto loomed, and the front of the column entered through Lwowska Street. The Jewish Police, wearing long jackets and hats, were especially vigilant at the gate that evening. They picked out people walking by, interrogating them and then—depending on the answers—let the men pass or directed them to wait near the wall. The latter was not a good omen. Samson was still a ways from the gate when he felt the gaze of one of the policemen on him. He looked back, trying to appear as composed as possible, but there was no doubt: the officer was focused on him. What does he want?

      He was still a good fifty meters away when the uniformed man started making his way toward him. Samson gripped his toolbox tighter.

      Set up to keep order in the ghetto, the men wearing the badges of the Ordnungspolizei—Jewish Police—had taken to the task with a zeal that required little German involvement in making the ghetto a frightening place. They were keen to impress the Gestapo and SS, favoring them over their own people in the Jewish council. Samson kept his head down as he approached the gate, praying he had mistaken the man’s gaze.

      A strong hand gripped him by the shoulder. “Come with me.” Samson was hauled to the side, the other men of the work detail averting their eyes.

      “Is something wrong, officer?” Samson said, biting his tongue as he emphasized the last word.

      “Shut up unless I tell you to speak.” The man spoke in a thick Krakówian accent. “You missed a day’s work yesterday.”

      The suggestion was as ludicrous as it was untrue. Samson had been at the yard for seven days in a row. He was scheduled to have a day off tomorrow, although that was hardly a certainty. He opened his mouth, then remembered he hadn’t been given permission yet.

      “You know the penalty for missing scheduled work? I’ll have to write you up and report you to the council.” As he spoke, a smile appeared on his face. He then looked as if he suddenly remembered something. “And to the Gestapo, of course. They’ll be very interested in speaking with you.”

      Samson could no longer hold his tongue. “What are you talking about? I haven’t missed a day’s work in over a week.”

      In a flash, the policeman smashed his baton into Samson’s groin. He winced and stifled a groan as he bent forward, dropping his toolbox with a clang. A wave of nausea rose but he managed to suppress it just in time. Some of the men passing by looked up in shock, then—realizing what was happening—quickly looked the other way.

      “Are you calling me a liar?” the policeman barked at him, using the tip of his baton to lift Samson’s head. “If I tell you you’ve been missing work, that’s what’s happened, you hear me?”

      Samson looked up at him, his vision clouded. He controlled the anger building up inside. Slowly, he straightened his back and looked at the man opposite him. He was half his size, but the unexpected blow had knocked the wind out of Samson. His vision cleared and he looked the man in the eye. The policeman faced him challengingly, and Samson realized he couldn’t win this argument.

      “What will happen when you write me up, sir?”

      “You’ll need to report to the council, if you’re lucky. More likely, the Gestapo will come and have a word. You can forget about this job in the future, that’s for sure.” The man looked gleeful as he took out a small notepad. “Now, name.”

      Those last two words confirmed what Samson suspected; the man had no idea who he was. He was just randomly picked. He’d heard about this happening before, although he’d never seen it happen. Samson looked around and suddenly realized it was an organized effort by the Jewish Police. All around him, men were stopped and interrogated in the same way. They all had been selected; they were strong, healthy-looking men like himself. Selected for what, though?

      “Have you lost your tongue?” The officer poked him in the ribs with his baton. “Your name, Jew.”

      Something in Samson snapped. Had this man completely forgotten his background? He looked the man up and down, a foul taste appearing in his mouth. The officer wore an armband: white with the abbreviation “OD” reserved for the Jewish Police. A little to the side, however, on his right breast pocket, he wore the same insignia Samson had. A yellow Star of David. He was no less Jewish than Samson, yet only one of them had sold his soul to the Nazi devil, betraying their own people.

      The officer’s patience had run out, for Samson saw him raise his baton again. Before he could bring it down, Samson reached for the man’s arm, grabbing his wrist. The officer’s eyes registered surprise, and then Samson squeezed with all his might. The policeman let out a shriek, dropping the baton. Without another thought, Samson snatched it midair with his free hand. He pulled back his arm and—surprising himself—smashed it into the man’s face with all the force his tired arm could muster. The man’s eyes rolled back into his sockets as his legs gave out, and he fell down on the cold pavement with a dull thud.

      Samson looked at the man on the ground and dropped the baton. It had become eerily quiet around him. The monotonous drone of hundreds of feet passing in the background had ceased. The procession had come to a standstill. All eyes were fixed on him. Their expressions ranged from dismay to fascination—he had done what many of them had only dreamed about, but had thought better of at the last minute. Oh shit. What have I done?

      Samson didn’t get a chance to ponder his actions; the next thing he heard were heavy footsteps approaching. As he raised his hands and slowly turned around, all he comprehended was a ferocious blow to the side of his head and the sky turning black.
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      Joel took the small bag from the lady behind the counter.

      “Don’t forget to give my best to your mother,” she said with a smile.

      He waved as he opened the door. “I will, Mrs. Polak, but she’ll ask when you’re coming around again.”

      “Tell her soon,” the woman said as she turned to the next customer.

      Joel stepped into the street, gently closing the rickety door behind him. Mrs. Polak’s ingenuity never failed to impress him. She somehow found ways to stock her little store in the ghetto with a good selection of vegetables. The Germans had severely rationed food supplies in Poland. In response, a thriving black market involving nearby farmers and entrepreneurial citizens like Mrs. Polak had sprung up. Joel was happy she was an old friend of his mother’s, and he always smuggled small pieces of chocolate from his boss’ home for her.

      “Got everything you need?” Joel’s best friend Piotr Bartnik waited outside. They had been friends for as long as he could remember, having met each other at their very first football training. They were barely able to kick a ball, but they had instantly bonded. From there, life only improved as they attended the same schools and even insisted on doing their bar mitzvahs together. Their second year in engineering school had been cut short two and a half years ago when the Nazis invaded Poland.

      Joel raised the bag. “Mama will be pleased. This should last us for the rest of the week.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be able to track down some more food on your travels later this week. Your mother will be able to cook up a feast.” Piotr winked as they walked down the street. “Do you know where Kesler is sending you this week?”

      Piotr always searched for ways to keep in contact with nearby cities—and ghettos—now travel was restricted. His family was spread out around the region, and Joel often passed along messages—sometimes more.

      “I’m afraid I won’t know until I report to Kesler tomorrow. But it’s been a while since I’ve been in Mława. I suspect I might be heading there sometime this week. Don’t you have an uncle there?”

      Piotr nodded. “Yeah, but I don’t want anything to do with him. He works for the police these days.”

      “That’s new, isn’t it?” Joel was surprised. It was the first time his friend wasn’t interested in keeping in touch with his family. But, then again, he wondered how he’d feel if someone in his family joined the Ordnungspolizei. Even though they weren’t all bad, he’d seen too many cases of the power going to their heads.

      “Yeah, my mother said he didn’t have much choice, but I’d rather not take any chances. You never know what will happen. He might sympathize with the Nazis these days.” Piotr rubbed his cheek. “Say, speaking of Nazis, did you notice things are changing here as well?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “More SS on the streets in the past weeks. And then all these reports of people getting arrested, interrogated, and sometimes killed?”

      Joel couldn’t escape the image of the two bodies in the street. “Things aren’t getting any better. It’s also getting more crowded.”

      “They’re moving people in from the countryside. Can you imagine?”

      Joel was grateful he was still able to share a home with his mother. They had no family left in the area, and no strangers were assigned to live in their home. Not yet, anyway.

      “The new SS troopers are behaving like animals.” Piotr’s face was flushed. “And most of them are just boys, barely older than eighteen. I’m telling you, Joel, they’re sending the worst of the worst to Ciechanów.”

      They turned a corner and almost bumped into two men coming the other way. Joel mumbled an apology, moving to the side so they could both be on their way. But, as he looked up, he knew it wouldn’t be easy to walk on.

      “Are you blind? Watch where you’re going, Jew pig!” The man, wearing the uniform of the Waffen-SS, spat on the ground, barely missing Joel’s shoes.

      The other man brushed his uniform as if removing dirt. His mouth twisted in a condescending snarl. “And take off your bloody cap when encountering a German in the ghetto.”

      Piotr quickly took off his cap and inclined his head a little. Joel looked at the SS troopers; young, brash, and abusive. He decided he wasn’t just going to take it.

      “Apologies, gentlemen, I didn’t mean to bump into you. But I must correct you on one count, and that is that I am no Jew. I’m merely going through here to collect someone for work.” He pointed at Piotr, who shot him a look. “I’m a Volksdeutsche.”

      For a moment, the troopers were unsure how to respond. Then, the one with the snarl slowly nodded, his mouth twisting into an ugly grin. “Well, you might not be Jewish filth like that one, but you’re still Polish. That’s only marginally better. Don’t mistake yourself for being one of us. You’re only working for us because we need you.” Joel stood in silence while the man continued. “Take off your cap.”

      Slowly, Joel inclined his head, and as he reached for his cap, he caught Piotr’s look of astonishment. He winked at him, then took off his cap and doffed it outrageously. He looked both troopers in the eye as he replaced his cap and, mustering up all his courage, walked away from them. He turned back and signaled for Piotr to follow him.

      “Not so fast.” The trooper’s voice was ice cold. “We’re going to need to see some papers.”

      Joel turned back, considering his options. If these SS men had his name, they could harass him at will. They could even report him to Kesler, although he didn’t think his boss would be too concerned. Then it hit him. It might not matter what Kesler thinks. If the SS considered him trouble, they might come for him directly. He could lose his job. He looked at Piotr, who raised an eyebrow. He knows me well.

      The troopers took a few steps toward them, and Joel made a decision. He turned and sprinted down the street, heading for the intersection only a hundred meters away. He didn’t look back as he heard the two men giving chase. The wind hit his face, and he realized SS troopers were armed. They could shoot him in the middle of the ghetto, and nobody would question it. Shit, what am I doing?

      He was almost at the intersection. But where next? Didn’t really think this through.

      People moved out of the way as Joel neared the intersection. He glanced back over his shoulder. The SS men were catching up with him. He reached the intersection and raced around the corner. Then he slowed down a little, waiting for the soldiers. When they turned the corner, he caught their eyes, and one of them smiled.

      Joel ran on but slowed his pace a little, allowing the men to catch up with him. Then, when they were within touching distance, he suddenly stopped and dropped to his knees, shielding his head with his arms.

      Caught off guard, the SS men tumbled over him and onto the sidewalk. With the element of surprise now on his side, he sprinted back to the intersection. As he reached it, he saw the troopers getting up, rubbing their elbows and knees. Turning the corner, he bolted down the street—lungs burning—into a small alley. He scaled a low wall and waited on the other side, his ears alert.

      After five minutes, he was convinced he had lost them and emerged from the other side of the alley.

      
        * * *

      

      The following morning, Joel reported for work early. He’d slept poorly, reliving the chase. Ciechanów was a small city, and its ghetto was even smaller. The chances of running into the troopers again were significant. I’ll have to watch my back.

      Kesler appeared from the house. “Robert, I don’t need to go anywhere today. But I do need you to pick up some people from the fields near Mława.”

      “No problem, Herr Kesler.” He kept his face composed but felt a tingle of excitement upon hearing today’s destination. “Where am I taking them?”

      “The Mława ghetto. Two families are due a couple of days’ break. Just report to Alfred and tell him I asked you to take care of it. He should have a truck ready for you.”

      Joel walked the distance to the garage, where he found Alfred repairing one of the bigger trucks. He handed him the keys, and Joel pulled a small truck out of the driveway a few minutes later. Even though he had no formal training driving trucks, he’d picked it up soon enough.

      He headed north but, before leaving the city, stopped on the border of the ghetto. He pretended something was wrong with the engine and circled his truck. Keeping his eyes on his surroundings, he casually loosened the tarp at the back. Confident there were no curious eyes around, he whistled sharply and pulled up outside a small house. Almost instantly, the door opened, and a scruffy-looking man of about fifty hurried out and climbed into the back of the truck.

      “Get to the front and stay close to those crates,” Joel whispered as he fastened the tarp. “If I must stop for a checkpoint, hide inside the largest crate and stay quiet. I don’t even want to hear you breathing.”

      Silence. Good.

      Joel climbed back behind the wheel and left Ciechanów. The drive to the Mława fields would take less than an hour, and he spent most of the time thinking about the man in the back. Alter was a friend of his mother’s, and wanted by the Gestapo, accused of stealing tools from the toolbox of his work detail’s foreman. The penalty for this offense was death. He wiped his clammy hands on his pants. It wasn’t the first time Joel smuggled something out of the ghetto—he often transported food, messages, and even medical supplies—but it was the first time carrying a fugitive.

      Driving through the countryside, Joel relaxed a little. He felt contentment in his bones, joyful about his small act of resistance. Perhaps he could avoid the SS troopers in the next few days, and then they would forget about him. He saw the sign for the Mława farming zone and turned off the main road. He bumped along the gravel road for another ten minutes—apologizing to Alter a few times as he hit potholes—until the farmhouse and two barracks came into view.

      Up ahead, people worked the fields, preparing to harvest the rising grain in the next few weeks. Joel parked next to the house, and as he shut down his engine, a large man appeared. Pavel, the owner of the farm.

      “Robert, you must be here to pick up the workers. They’re waiting in the barracks; let me get them. Do you want something to drink, maybe eat while you’re waiting?”

      “That would be great.”

      “Just go inside and find Maja. She’ll have something for you.”

      Joel went inside, where Maja handed him a bowl of oats. “They’re from our fields,” she said proudly. Joel wolfed them down and thanked her. The farmers had to supply the Germans with a set quota, but they could still feed themselves relatively well compared to those living in the cities and ghettos.

      He stepped outside just in time to find Pavel and the two families emerging from the barracks. He met them at the truck and informed them he would take them to the Mława ghetto. “You’ll be staying there for two days of rest.” He opened the tarp and peeked inside. Alter had followed his instructions, and the truck appeared to be empty. The people climbed in silently. Joel closed the tarp and shook Pavel’s hand, thanking him for the food. “I’ll have them back to you in a few days.”

      The drive into Mława was uneventful, and he soon reached the ghetto gates. After a cursory glance in the back of the truck, the Jewish police waved him on. They didn’t care much about people coming into the ghetto—they were more concerned about the other direction.

      Instead of stopping in the middle of the ghetto, which was customary, Joel found a quiet street and parked the truck. He opened the tarp and told the people they were free to go and that someone would pick them up in front of the Jewish council in two days. They quickly left.

      Joel waited another minute, making sure there was no one around, then climbed into the back of the truck. He found Alter in a large crate, looking very uncomfortable. “Okay, time to get out of here for you as well. You have a family you can go to?”

      He nodded. “I’ll go and find them now. Thank you for this, Joel. I won’t forget it.”

      Before letting Alter leave, Joel checked the surroundings again, gesturing for the older man to climb out of the truck. Alter disappeared around the corner within seconds, and Joel breathed a sigh of relief. Now he is no longer my concern. He’d need to make one more stop before returning to Ciechanów.

      
        * * *

      

      After parking his truck on the small main square, Joel mounted the steps in front of a nondescript building. He opened the door and entered the offices of Mława’s Jewish council. A young man behind a desk looked up with little interest, but his demeanor changed when he saw Joel wasn’t wearing a Star of David. He stood up, almost springing to attention. “Good morning, sir, how may I help you?”

      Joel waved his hand, indicating for him to sit down. “I brought some people into the ghetto just now. They work in the fields. Can I hand the papers to you?”

      The man nodded. “Certainly, sir. Where did you say they came from?”

      Joel mentioned the farm’s name and recognition appeared on the man’s face as he scanned the papers. “I’ll hand this to the administration.”

      “Great, thank you.” Joel turned back to the door just as someone rushed in from outside. A man wearing the uniform of the Jewish police entered, looking flustered, a little annoyed even. He stopped when he saw Joel.

      “Is that your truck outside?” Joel nodded, and the man continued. “You came in from Ciechanów?”

      Joel raised an eyebrow. “I picked up people from the farm outside town, which I just reported to your colleague here.” He pointed at the young man behind the desk still holding the papers.

      “I’m sure you did,” the man said. “I think the commander will want a quick word with you.”

      Joel was about to ask why when the door opened, and two men walked in, escorting another man. Joel’s blood ran cold as he did a double take. How did they catch him this quickly? To his credit, Alter pretended not to recognize him as he was roughly pushed inside.

      “Follow me, please,” the police officer said, taking the papers from the clerk before heading toward the stairs in the back of the room. Upstairs, they entered a spacious office, where a man wearing regular clothes sat behind a large desk. Apart from a small filing cabinet in the corner, the room was sparsely furnished.

      The man waved at a chair opposite. “Please, sit.” The police officer placed the papers on the desk, and then stood a little too close behind Joel. The commander of the Jewish council was a small, stout man. His white mustache curled up at the sides of his mouth, his eyes peered through small glasses. “I’m sorry for the bother, but I just wanted to ask you a few things about the transport from the farm just now.”

      “Sure.” Joel shifted in his seat.

      He scanned the papers absentmindedly. “We’re happy to have them with us for a few days, but it does seem a little bit of a …” He paused, twirling his mustache. “Coincidence for us to also pick up a man wanted by the Gestapo in Ciechanów right after your arrival.” Even though the commander spoke politely, there was no mistaking the true meaning of his words. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      “Unless he somehow climbed aboard my truck at the farm, I only know of the two families I picked up. I checked their papers and only had ten people in my truck.” Joel felt his neck burn.

      The commander looked up, and Joel did his best to hold his gaze. Finally, after a few seconds, the commander nodded. “Very well. It must’ve been a coincidence, then. I wouldn’t know why a Volksdeutsche like yourself would take such a risk, after all.”

      Joel wasn’t sure how to take the commander’s words. Does he believe that? He stood and turned to leave. As he did, the policeman behind him didn’t move, still looking at him with suspicion. Joel decided to ignore him and turned back to the commander. “Did you have any other questions for me? I should get back to Ciechanów.”

      The commander waved him away. “No, that will be all.”

      Joel had moved to the door when another man rushed into the office. “Sorry to disturb you, commander, but I just wanted to ask what we should … Oh, hello, Joel. What are you doing here?”

      Joel’s heart sank as he looked into the face of the one man in Mława who knew him: Piotr’s uncle. He wore the same uniform as the police officer now standing behind him.

      “You know this man?” the commander asked, surprise evident in his voice.

      “Sure, he’s been friends with my nephew for as long as he’s lived. Aren’t you supposed to stay in Ciechanów?”

      Now the other policeman’s eyebrows shot up. “Why would he need to stay in Ciechanów? He’s a driver for the Germans.”

      Piotr’s uncle looked confused, and Joel closed his eyes. “Why would they hire a Jew to do their driving?”

      The room went silent. The commander leafed through the papers, then calmly spoke. “So your name isn’t Robert Kozak?”

      Joel shook his head. There was no sense in denying it.

      “And you did bring in Alter Jaffe this morning.” The commander stood behind his desk. “You must have a good reason for doing so, with the Gestapo looking for him.”

      Joel thought he saw a flash of sympathy in the man’s eyes. “I’ve known this man all my life, he helps other people, and there’s no reason for him to steal those tools. He’s got a shed full of them. Moving to Mława is his only chance at survival.”

      “So you believe he’s innocent.”

      The commander looked thoughtful while the policemen stood by. Joel glanced at their faces and saw Piotr’s uncle looking apologetic. The demeanor of the other man had changed as well. He no longer looked annoyed, but focused on the commander, who paced between his desk and the filing cabinet.

      “I’m afraid there’s only one thing I can do,” the commander said as he stopped pacing. “I need to report you to the Gestapo, and we’ll have to take Alter back to Ciechanów.”

      Joel dropped his head and swallowed hard.

      “But, that would mean death for both of you,” the commander continued. “And even though I believe in justice, I can’t send two of my people to their deaths like this.”

      Joel raised his head, his mouth open in disbelief.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen, Robert,” the commander said. “We’re going to find a spot for Alter in Mława, and you’re going back to Ciechanów. If you ever speak a word of what happened in this office today, we’ll find a way for you to disappear. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal clear, sir.”

      
        * * *

      

      Joel turned into the driveway of Kesler’s an hour later. He was still shaking as he drove past his boss’ house. Everything was quiet, with the house locked up. They must be out; the weather is nice, after all. As he neared the garage, he was surprised to find the doors shut. That was odd; Alfred normally kept the door open while working. He climbed out of the truck and unlocked the garage, pulling open the heavy door.

      He parked the truck neatly beside the other trucks. As he fumbled with the lock, the crunch of footsteps on the gravel grew louder. Must be Alfred, after all.

      As he turned to greet his colleague, his heart skipped a beat. Three Gestapo men stood a few meters away, pistols aimed at his chest. “Why don’t you come with us, Joel Kozak?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      Agnes helped her mother clear the plates from the table while Yvette joined their father in the living room. The atmosphere in the house had been tense for the past few days, and Agnes was keen to get her sister and mother talking again.

      “Mama, you know she tried her best. But you can’t blame her forever; she feels bad enough as it is.”

      Her mother shook her head. “I know, Agnes. But your sister just seems to attract trouble these days. I don’t know what it is with her. You were never like this. Can’t you talk some sense into her?”

      Agnes put some glasses on the kitchen counter and tutted. Yvette wasn’t acting out at all, she was trying to help. “You know she looks up to Papa. She wants to help people, just like him.”

      “But taking these big risks with our coupons is not the way to do it. We’re going to be hungry for the next few days.” Her mother raised her voice in frustration, and Agnes’ father stepped into the kitchen.

      “Come on now, we’ll make it work. I can talk to the people in the organization about getting some more food coupons. They’ve always said if we need anything, we only need to ask.”

      “Perhaps now would be a good time to do so,” her mother said.

      Agnes smiled at her father. She adored him; he always knew how to calm their mother down. Or his patients, for that matter. Even though he lost his practice, he still aided whoever needed medical help. People would visit their home, and he would look after them.

      With the help of the resistance—the organization—he somehow managed to find the scarce medication. What they located wasn’t perfect, but it was better than nothing. Agnes was proud of him.

      She walked into the living room, where Yvette sat reading a book on the couch. “Say, want to join me upstairs? I need to study a bit, and it’s too crowded here.” She nudged her sister toward the stairs.

      “Sure, I don’t want to face mom anyway.”

      “It’s not your fault, Yvette,” Agnes said as they mounted the stairs and entered their shared bedroom. “You tried something, and it didn’t work out. Perhaps Johannes will show up later this week.”

      Yvette looked doubtful as she sat on her bed. “I don’t know about that. It feels like he’s made off with our food coupons. I shouldn’t have fallen for that. And now mom is upset.”

      “Just talk to her in the morning and promise it won’t happen again. Mama will forgive you. Did you hear what Papa said? He’s going to fix this.” She grabbed one of her books and sat on the bed next to Yvette.

      “What about you, though? You’re pretending everything’s okay, but how are you feeling? Have you heard from Mario or the others?”

      “Nothing.” Yvette was right. She had tried to forget about what had happened a few days ago. But she couldn’t shake the image of Mario from her mind. When she joined the other girls at the bottom of the stairs, they ran and didn’t look back. Agnes had made it home safely, but she had no way to contact the other girls. Those were the rules of the school. They would only meet each other there. Exactly because of this. If Mario and the other men were caught and—she choked up a little—interrogated, they wouldn’t be able to tell the police anything about the other students.

      “I don’t know Mario or any other people in your class, but I’m sure he’s going to be all right,” Yvette said. “The Blackshirts might be thugs, but I haven’t heard of them ever killing someone.”

      “I’m not sure the alternative is much better,” Agnes said.

      The street was dark, the reflection of the moon in the canal in front of their home the only source of light.

      “Close the curtains, Agnes,” Yvette said. “You don’t want a patrol knocking on our door.”

      Agnes wished her mother had heard Yvette. She sat next to Yvette and wrapped her arms around her. She would never let anything come between them. They sat for a moment, and Agnes felt a calm wash over her—as long as she had her sister, she would be all right.

      There were hurried footsteps in the hallway, and a second later they heard their father. “Close the door girls, and stay in your room.”

      Yvette got up and softly closed the door. They were used to this a few nights a week. “I hope Papa can patch up whoever is here. I wish we could help; I feel useless sitting up here hiding.”

      “It’s for our own good, so we don’t recognize anyone, and they don’t see our faces,” Agnes said, even though she too would love to put some of her training into practice.

      They were quiet as they listened for the usual sounds of people shuffling through their home. They always came through the back door, and their father would attend to them in the basement. They heard the familiar pattern—three knocks in quick succession, a pause, and then two more—on the back door, and Agnes breathed a little easier. The first seconds were always the most stressful ones.

      Agnes had just picked up her book to begin reading again, when there was a loud crash from the kitchen. The plates she’d put there earlier, perhaps? But, no, it was too loud.

      Yvette looked up in alarm. More noise; this time there was no mistaking chairs tumbling over. Heavy boots stomped through the living room. Yvette moved closer to Agnes. “What’s going on?”

      Her sister’s question was answered moments later.

      “Aufmachen! Schnell, schnell!—Open up! Quickly, quickly!”

      A shiver ran down Agnes’ spine. Oh no. They’re at the basement door. She heard her father speaking in German. He couldn’t find the key; they never used the basement. The Germans weren’t buying it and were now trying to force the door open. Her father pleaded for them to stop, but he was cut off abruptly as the door gave way with a crash. Agnes imagined the old wooden door exploding in hundreds of splinters.

      The sound of boots stomping down the unbalanced steps faded. They would find her father’s makeshift practice. What would they do next? Papa would be arrested. But what about Mama? And them?

      “What should we do?” Yvette whispered, her eyes shooting back and forth between Agnes and the door.

      Agnes considered their chances. Could they make a run for it? No, don’t be silly. Where would we go?

      “We stay here, and we stay quiet. Like Papa told us to.” When their father warned them something like this might happen, Agnes had always considered the possibility remote. Who would betray a doctor? She had been too optimistic.

      Muffled voices emerged from the basement; soon, the heavy boots thudded back into the hallway. Finally, the front door opened, followed by softer footsteps and her father’s voice. “Where are you taking us? Can we bring some clothes?” He was met with silence before being escorted outside.

      “Please let me take my medication, it’s in the bathroom upstairs, I need it,” begged Agnes’ mother.

      “You won’t need medication where you’re going.”

      Outside, a truck stopped, the driver not bothering to shut off the engine as it roared in the silence of the night. Agnes dared breathe a little easier with the drone of the engine providing cover, but she kept her ears trained on the events in the hallway. Are they leaving?

      The same man who’d spoken those horrible words to her mother a moment ago now spoke the words that chilled Agnes’ blood: “Go check upstairs; there’s supposed to be two daughters.”

      As the footsteps rushed up the stairs and the light in the hallway switched on, Agnes grabbed her sister’s hand. Yvette’s eyes were moist, she was biting her upper lip to control herself. Agnes’ heart broke. What was going to happen to them and their parents?

      “Remember what Papa told us?” she whispered.

      Yvette nodded, swallowing hard. “Don’t tell them anything.”

      “That’s right. We stick together.” Agnes stroked her sister’s hair as the footsteps neared. The door swung open—the light from the hallway streaming in—and the silhouette of a large man carrying a pistol filled the doorway. Agnes closed her eyes and squeezed her sister’s hand tighter.

      
        * * *

      

      She first noticed the smell—pungent, like she was in a forest of rotting trees. The air was heavy, the room dark, a single flickering bulb the sole illumination. Agnes was pushed onto a chair facing a small table, struggling to keep her balance since her hands were tied firmly behind her back. A man bound her legs against the cold iron of the chair, the nylon rope biting into her shins. When he finished he quickly left, the door slamming shut, and Agnes was left on her own.

      She scanned the room as she tried to rub her wrists together—her fingertips tingled. The light bulb emitted a buzzing sound, and she could feel a headache growing, her temples throbbing.

      How long have I been here? She couldn’t remember much beyond being hauled off into a truck—one different from her parents’—with Yvette. She’d hardly recognized the dark Amsterdam streets from the back of the truck. The Grüne Polizei officers hadn’t spoken a word, but kept their eyes trained on the two sisters.

      The truck had brought them to the headquarters of the Sicherheitsdienst on Euterpe Street. Agnes had heard the stories of what happened in the basement. And now, she found herself in one of those very rooms.

      The door opened, and a man with surprisingly delicate features walked in. Agnes was surprised to see him wearing a neat suit, perfectly pressed shirt, and polished shoes. He wasn’t at all what she’d expected.

      The man stood opposite her, opening a folder and flicking through some of the pages inside. He tutted, nodded—more to himself than Agnes—and took out a sheet. He placed it on the small table in front of her, close enough for her to read its contents.

      “Shall we save ourselves some trouble?” He spoke with the accent of the Dutch upper class. Surely only Germans worked at the Sicherheitsdienst? “Your sister has already told us everything. That’s her confession right there.”

      Agnes leaned forward as she focused on the neatly typed lines on the single sheet of paper. There were no more than three paragraphs, and she quickly read through them. What she read sounded so absurd and far from the truth that she couldn’t suppress a chuckle.

      “Something funny?”

      She would’ve pushed the sheet of paper back to him if she could. Instead, she looked up and spat at him, but he was too far away. A few drops of spittle landed on his shoes.

      “That’s an unfortunate response.” The man took the sheet and replaced it in the folder. He took out a cigarette and lit it, blowing smoke in her direction. She held her breath, not letting him be satisfied by seeing her recoil. I’m going to be strong.

      The man took another drag as he took a few steps from Agnes, suddenly interested in something on the opposite wall. He turned back to her and pointed at a spot. “These cells are normally used to keep people in isolation. You must’ve heard what happens here, no?” Agnes glared at him, and he continued, unperturbed. “This mark was left by a woman about your age who banged her head repeatedly into the wall after spending seven nights down here. Can you see the small dents? Probably not, from where you’re sitting. Safe to say, things didn’t end well for her. We found her the next morning. She’d split her skull open.”

      Agnes’ mouth twitched involuntarily, and he smiled as he took another drag. He blew the smoke against the wall and then dropped the cigarette butt on the damp floor. It hissed softly. He took a step back to Agnes. “Quite a distasteful story, wouldn’t you agree? I’m only telling you because I want to warn you. This basement makes people do crazy things.”

      Her heart beat faster, and sweat flowed down her forehead. As it slowly trickled, she reached to wipe it, only to find her hands still tied. The itch was almost unbearable. She shifted in her seat, which only caused the rope around her ankles to tighten.

      “So, Agnes Markx. Why don’t you spare yourself such an undignified ending and admit to what your parents have done? We know they were part of a network robbing food coupon depots and assisting the active resistance. Just admit to it, and you can leave.” He placed another sheet of paper in front of her. “You don’t have to pay for their mistakes. We know you weren’t involved.”

      There is no way Yvette admitted to this. She shook her head. “No.”

      The man’s collected composure changed as he frowned at her.

      “Well, this is a shame. I was hoping you’d see sense, but if this is your attitude, I fear I can’t do anything for you.”

      Agnes squeezed her eyes harder, hoping it would make him leave sooner. He hovered in front of her for a while, then headed for the door. She opened her eyes as soon as she heard him step into the hallway.

      On the table was a piece of chocolate. It was agonizingly close, but there was no way she could reach it. As the door latched, she turned to see him peering through the small window. His eyes went between the chocolate and her, and smiled before disappearing.

      
        * * *

      

      Agnes awoke with a start as the door opened. Two men wearing green uniforms entered and unbound her. The piece of chocolate was still on the table, and she snatched it, quickly stuffing it into her mouth. The bitter taste invigorated her, but the relief was only temporary as she crashed into the table and onto the cold floor. The circulation to her feet had been so restricted that she had lost her balance.

      The men lifted her upright and escorted her from the cell.

      “Where is my sister?”

      The men didn’t respond, guiding her up the stairs and opening the door to the blinding sunlight. Agnes closed her eyes as they took her down a small set of steps. She heard the rumble of an idle engine, and as she opened her eyes, she found herself facing the back of a truck. Its tarp was raised, and the men lifted her up.

      Agnes sat down on the wooden plank on the side of the truck and worried about her sister and parents. Had they confessed, after all? Had they sold her out? Had the interrogators tricked them? A sharp pain shot through her head, and she closed her eyes and waited for it to pass.

      The door to the basement creaked open again, and as Agnes opened her eyes, she felt weak with relief to see her sister struggling through. When Yvette saw Agnes, her cracked lips broke into a faint smile. After Yvette was loaded onto the truck, the sisters fell into each other’s arms. Agnes could no longer contain her emotions and cried, holding her sister tight.

      “Did you tell them anything?” Yvette whispered.

      Agnes shook her head. “Did you?”

      “Of course not.”

      The two men who took them from their cells climbed aboard and closed the tailgate. Then, the truck started moving, and Agnes held onto her sister’s hand. The drive took only ten minutes, and as they stepped off the truck, Agnes was surprised to find herself at Amsterdam’s central train station.

      “Where are we going?” she asked one of the men as they joined a stream of people carrying suitcases and backpacks.

      He looked at her with pity. “Nobody told you?” She shook her head, confused. “You’ll find out soon enough.” His words sounded ominous.

      They entered the station and were directed to a long train where people were swarming around the carriage entrances. Walking past some of the compartments, Agnes noted they were overcrowded as people pushed and jostled for space.

      The man stopped at the next door. “This is you. Get in.”

      “Can you please tell us where we’re going? And why are all these people carrying so much luggage? We have none.”

      “You’re going east. And don’t worry about your luggage. There will be clothes for you where you’re going. Everything’s been taken care of.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      A glimmer of sunlight shone through the bars above his head as Samson woke up. His back was stiff, and his head was hurting; a continuous throbbing that had made it hard to fall asleep. That and the cold, dirty, overcrowded surroundings. He looked at the men around him; at least a dozen crammed into a space fit for two, maybe three. They’d all found their places on the floor, with the strongest of them, two large, muscular young men, claiming the bunks. They seemed only marginally more comfortable. There were no blankets; their only advantage was not having to sleep on the floor.

      Most of the others were already awake. Some chatted quietly, but most kept to themselves. Finally, Samson got up and stretched his legs, relieving his aching muscles.

      “Samson?”

      He struggled to recognize the man standing next to him. His face was swollen, with his left eye completely shut. His arms had dark bruises around the wrists, and his clothes were torn and caked with blood. Samson’s confusion must’ve shown, for the man stuck out a shaking hand. “Feliks, from the scrapyard.”

      Samson was shocked. This man looked nothing like the powerhouse he remembered.

      Feliks smiled, then winced as his lips cracked a little more. “It must’ve been a week?” He scratched his head and looked up at the barred window. “I’m starting to lose track of time in here.”

      “Two weeks. We reported back to the ghetto, and everything was fine.”

      Feliks only seemed mildly surprised. “Well, everything did seem fine until I came home. There, I found two men waiting for me. They said I had missed days of work the week prior, and they came to take me away.”

      Him too, then. “Jewish police?”

      Feliks shook his head. “No, they spoke German but wore no uniforms and weren’t armed, or at least not from what I could see. I told them it must be a misunderstanding, for I had worked almost two weeks in a row. They insisted they had the correct information. I thought I could clear up the confusion at their office, and I went with them.” He held up his hands. “What other choice did I have?”

      “And then they took you here?”

      “No, not directly. I was taken somewhere I’d never been, outside the ghetto. They took me into a room and made me wait for hours. When someone finally came, they told me there had been a misunderstanding, and I felt relieved. But then they said someone had come in and identified me as part of the ghetto resistance.”

      “Who?” Samson was alarmed. He looked around the cell but was relieved to see most of the other men looked healthy enough, or at least were without any bruises.

      “I don’t know; they wouldn’t say. I denied it, of course. I’m not part of any resistance. I just want to work and keep my family safe. Keep my head down, you know.” He paused for a moment, his eyes distant. Then he looked back at Samson. “That was when I was taken here, to the jail, and they kept me isolated from the other prisoners. I was in a dark cell where I could only stand or sit, and they only took me out for interrogations. That’s when the Gestapo got involved, and well, that’s what my life has been like for the past weeks. They transferred me to this cell last night when it was dark, and you were all asleep.”

      Samson shuddered. If that’s what they’re capable of doing to a healthy, strong man in two weeks … “What made them move you here? Did you confess to anything?”

      He shook his head resolutely. “There was nothing to confess to. They threatened my family, Samson. They said they would pick them up and throw them in a cell to die alongside me if I didn’t tell them what they wanted to hear.” His eyes glistened, and he looked away. “Or maybe I did tell them something of interest. I was delirious most of the time.” His eyes focused on Samson. “But I never mentioned your name, not ever.”

      “I know you didn’t,” Samson said in a soothing tone. “I think I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      Feliks looked confused. “How so?”

      Samson told him the story of what happened at the ghetto gate. As he shared how he’d hit the Jewish police officer, Feliks’ eyes went wide, and he continued. “I’ve seen what they’ve been doing to weaker people in the ghetto. They’re common scum in a uniform, enriching themselves from the misery of those they’re meant to protect.” Samson shook his head in disgust. “No, I don’t regret hitting him, but I do fear the consequences.” Especially after what you just told me.

      “At least they won’t be able to go after any of your family, right?”

      Samson hadn’t thought of that before, but now that Feliks mentioned it, it was a relief. His parents had died ten years ago, when he was only thirteen years old. His aunt had taken him in, but she had passed away months after the German occupation, now almost three years ago.

      “So you think they’re rounding up whomever they can?” Feliks asked.

      Samson smiled. How deceiving looks could be: despite his large frame and bulging arms, Feliks was an intellectual and practiced law before the occupation. “Not sure it’s completely random,” Samson said, looking at the men in the cell. “They seemed particularly interested in strong, young men.”

      “Might also be why they moved me here, then,” Feliks said, following Samson’s gaze. They were quiet for a moment until Feliks spoke. “It would explain why they haven’t interrogated or tortured you for hitting that police officer.”

      “Could be.” Samson wasn’t convinced. He wanted to believe Feliks, but anytime a guard walked past, his body tensed. “I’m hoping they don’t care too much about Jews fighting among themselves, even if one is a police officer.”

      “Judging by the bruises on your face, I think they got their revenge before dropping you off here.”

      Samson laughed out loud. It was rich, coming from Feliks, who looked far worse off. The big man joined in, wincing as he grabbed his chest.

      The rest of the morning crawled by. Guards passed in the hallway but ignored their cell. Samson’s stomach grumbled, but he’d already learned there was no schedule for food. They’d receive something whenever the guards felt like it and no more than twice a day. He spent most of the morning trying to nap. He was glad Feliks had joined the cell: at least he had someone he could talk to about the outside.

      It was well past noon when there was activity in the hallway. It was different than usual. More voices, more urgency. The energy in the cell changed as every man felt something was different. They turned their eyes toward the door, and Feliks sat next to Samson. “Sounds like a bit of excitement outside, huh?”

      Hurried footsteps echoed through the hallway, stopping abruptly in front of their door. Keys jingled, and the door swung open with a loud thud. Samson looked into the barrel of not one, but two automatic weapons wielded by SS troopers. “On your feet, hands on the back of your head, now!” One of the men shouted.

      They did not need to be told twice. Within seconds, they all stood as instructed. Samson glanced at Feliks, who simply nodded. Stay calm.

      The SS troopers marched them through the narrow hallway, which Samson didn’t remember coming in through. They were led up a flight of stairs, urged on by more impatient troopers lining the steps. When they reached the ground floor, they were ordered outside. More armed SS men awaited them, as did half a dozen trucks. Groups similar to Samson’s streamed in from different sides, all headed in the same direction.

      “In here, keep going, come on, come on!” The SS man leading their party stood at one of the trucks. Inside sat another group of prisoners, their eyes trained on the floor. The first of Samson’s group climbed aboard, and the rest soon began to follow.

      Then, the man in front of Samson stopped and turned to the trooper. “Where are we going?” He was tall, and Samson had seen him in his work detail before.

      “Get in the truck,” the trooper said dismissively, waving his hand as he looked beyond the man, where another group approached.

      The man stood his ground and asked again. “When you tell us where we’re going.”

      This time, the trooper paused. His eyes narrowed as he sized up the man and then—without warning—bashed the butt of his gun into the side of the man’s head. Samson took a step back, bumping into the man behind him, as the man in front collapsed to the ground.

      The trooper turned to Samson. “Do you also want to know where you’re going?”

      Samson quickly climbed aboard and found a spot. As the last of their group boarded, two SS soldiers dragged the unconscious body of the man who’d spoken back into the building. Then two troopers climbed aboard, and the truck started moving.

      
        * * *

      

      It was only a short ride to Kraków’s Główny train station. They were told to wait as two trucks parked alongside them. SS troopers jumped out, guns drawn, before forming a corridor into the station.

      Samson climbed out of the truck, stunned to see almost sixty troopers lining the way into the station. They stood still as statues, only their eyes shifting, missing nothing. More trucks pulled up, and soon the SS were herding them into the station. Samson waited for Feliks to disembark, and together they joined the procession.

      “Where do you think we’re going?” Samson said in a low voice, keeping his eyes on the soldiers marking their path. Behind them, commuters looked on with interest.

      “We’ll find out soon enough. I suppose they’ll need us to work somewhere outside the city.” Feliks eyed the people on the other side of the cordon. “They must wonder what all these Jews are doing outside the ghetto. Look at their faces. Do you think any of them would help us if they could?”

      “They would probably help put us on the trains.”

      They shuffled into the station and were guided to a side platform in the train yard away from the regular trains. A large steam locomotive stood waiting, impatiently puffing regular clouds of smoke.

      “Are those …,” Samson started as he saw the cars lined behind the locomotive.

      “Cattle cars.” Feliks spoke the words without emotion. “I guess they didn’t have any spare human compartments for us.”

      The energy of the group changed when they noticed their method of transport. Even though they were by now used to being treated as second-rate—or even third-rate—citizens, this latest humiliation classified them even beyond that. Samson shook his head but then remembered what had happened to the man at the jail. He wasn’t about to make the same mistake.

      The SS picked up on the change in energy and became impatient. “Hurry, hurry, get in the train cars!” They pushed and shoved those who didn’t move quickly enough, prodding them with rifles.

      Samson approached the car he was supposed to board, the trooper gesturing at him to climb aboard.

      “Halt! Halt!”

      The mass of men on the platform turned as one to see a young man racing across the tracks, away from their train. Three SS men gave chase, shouting for him to stop. He ignored them, not looking back as he made for the fence separating the station and the busy street. Samson felt his pulse quicken as he rooted for the young man. Judging from the faces of those around him, they felt the same way.

      The young man was only twenty meters away from the fence when it became clear the troopers wouldn’t catch up. They stopped in the middle of the yard and raised their rifles. Oh no. Samson wanted to look away, but, like the others around him, was too fascinated by the macabre spectacle playing out. The man kept running, unaware of the impending danger. He was now only ten meters away. Come on. Come on.

      Three shots echoed in the yard, and Samson flinched. The man had reached the fence but froze in place upon hearing the shots. They had missed, but his hesitation proved fatal. Three more shots in quick succession, and as he turned to climb the fence, his head exploded as the troopers fired off another salvo for good measure.

      Samson turned away in disgust, and the group waiting to board went deathly quiet. The gentle humming of the locomotive’s engine was the only sound interrupting the silence. They stood silently, frozen in place, as they questioned whether the horror they’d just witnessed was real. Then, a voice cut through the silence.

      “Enough of this nonsense. All aboard now. We’re running late.”
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