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Prologue

A seventeen-year-old crack addict named Beulah Robinson lay strapped to a cot in my second floor bedroom. She'd crawled to my back door earlier that day, mewling. I'd heard a weak scratching on the screen and thought it had been a sick animal; a dog or cat from the alley out back. Beulah was the granddaughter of my neighbors, Fred and Alma Robinson. I'd watched her grow up, a beautiful girl, full of wonder and light. Then the crack dealers got to her and her life plummeted faster and deeper than anyone could imagine.

I wanted to take her to the hospital but she fought me, saying she wouldn't go, that she'd rather die on my floor.

I carried her upstairs, just a bundle of bones, and laid her on the cot.

“Tie my wrists,” she said. “You'll need to tie my wrists and my ankles.”

I didn't argue. I cut some strips out of a pillow sheet and bound her to the metal frame. I gave her some water. She closed her eyes and I waited for the inevitable to happen.

I knew they would come for her and I wondered if she had considered that. Whether she had wanted them to come to me? I didn't know.

Beulah passed in and out of consciousness. I fed her chicken soup one sip at a time and waited patiently while she swallowed. It had been six hours since she'd arrived. Her hair had a bright henna rinse and it contrasted garishly with the ghastly pallor of her light skin. Her mother had been a white woman.

Beulah jerked at the straps, writhed in the cot, gnashed her teeth and shrieked. She begged me for money. Begged me to buy her drugs, told me I could have sex with her, called me dirty, foul names…but I didn't answer. I just wondered how such a fine girl could fall so far and whether she'd find her way back.

Finally, she lay back, exhausted. I hoped she'd find some peace and fall asleep, even for a few minutes.

Just as I was about to leave, she stopped me.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Talk to me,” she whispered.

“About what?”

“Tell me a story… tell me your story…please…don't go. I…need…you…to…talk to me…just keep talking…don't stop…”

I got up to leave the room but again she stopped me.

“Don't run out on me now, Mr. Goldman, please. Tell me…tell me about your life…so I can forget my own for awhile…please…tell me…I got time…not going nowhere…”

I considered her request. I too had nowhere to go. Everyone who mattered was dead. What else did I have to do?

And so, I began.







Chapter 1

KRASNOWIECZ - 1925

One fine day in May, my eight year-old brother, Simmy, staggered home crying, a knife blade sticking out of his left shoulder blade. Simmy collapsed, crumbling to the ground, his pitiful wail piercing my heart.

I burst through the screen door like a maniac. Then I saw the knife and froze, feeling sick and suddenly weak-kneed.

“Oh my God…Shit…shit,” I lifted his limp body and half-carried, half-dragged him inside the house.

“Katya! Katya! Come quickly!”

I heard the thump on the ceiling as Katya dropped the book she was reading and flew down the stairs to the kitchen.

I struggled with his weight. My hands slipped on his blood. Katya ran forward and looped Simmy's good arm around her shoulders. “I've got him,” she said, then barked, “Table.”

I looked at the oak table and in one motion swept the heavy ceramic dishes and silver cutlery to the floor.

Between us, we lay Simmy face down on the polished surface.

“We need hot water, alcohol, a scissors and bandages,” Katya ordered firmly. “The blade is stuck in the bone.”

I ran toward the medicine closet.

I returned and watched Katya fill a pot and set it on the stove. Simmy moaned. Katya pushed back her sleeves, took some soap and scrubbed her hands. “Get me a sponge,” she said. I reached. “No, not that one. The new one.” I found it and handed it to her. She turned to me. “You must pull the knife out quickly,” she said and the meaning of her words sunk in. I rolled a dishtowel up tightly and forced it between Simmy's teeth.

“Bite on it,” I said. He took it, whimpering like a wounded puppy.

Katya scissored away the bits of shredded fabric around the wound. I was terrified of hurting Simmy even more but took a deep breath to steady myself. I didn't want to think about slipping or making a mistake. I placed both hands around the wooden hasp of the knife. I could feel the tip of it embedded deep in the bone, speared in the pulpy mass. My fingers trembled. No mistakes, I told myself. I placed my right knee against the edge of the table, braced my body and yanked.

“Yyyeeeaaaahhhh…”

Simmy flopped and twisted and groaned.

The blade pulled free and I tumbled over backwards, arms and legs flung wide. Katya sponged the wound. “Here,” she beckoned as I got to my feet. “Hold this and apply pressure.”

“Mama,” Simmy cried, writhing in pain. “Mama…mama…”

“Don't worry, Simmy,” I said. “Katya knows what she is doing.” I hoped with all my heart that I was right. After a moment, Katya touched my hand and I lifted the sponge. A slug of blood oozed out.

“I need to disinfect,” she said looking distracted for a moment. “There's some sulfa powder in Mama's room, by the sink, and the thick tape. Go fetch them.” I ran off again, scrabbled around in the lavatory adjacent to my parents' room, then brought them to her.

“This will sting, Simmy, but not for long.” She doused the wound. Simmy yelped, arching his back, flailing his spindly legs.

“Mama,” he cried again, his skinny body shivering with pain.

“Hush, hush, dear Simmy. We're almost done.”

Quickly, she rolled out the bandages, cutting a section cleanly. She covered the wound, then held it fast with two bands of tape against his pale skin.

“There,” she said. “It's finished now.”

Katya brushed dank hair off his forehead and murmured to him, stroking his cheek. “Help me get him up to his room.”

We managed to hoist Simmy up the stairs and lay him on his bed. I eased him out of his clothes, then covered him up. He'd passed out.

Katya looked frazzled, her eyes glinting with fear.

“The danger will be infection from the knife blade. I think we got it in time, but I can't be totally sure. The next few hours will tell.”

“I hope you're right,” I said.

“I am right,” she replied.

“When Simmy wakes up I'm going to ask him for their names,” I told her.

“What will you do?” she said, worriedly.

“Little sister. You leave that to me.”

“What about Mama and Papa?”

I shook my head. “We won't tell them. Don't worry, I'll take care of it.”

 

I glanced at Beulah. She listened, eyes half-lidded but awake. I couldn't escape, not yet. “Keep talking, Mr. Goldman. Sounds good so far. A real family soap opera.” She gave me a faint smile.

 

Simmy awoke later that evening, his shoulder throbbing. He slurped some soup that Katya insisted on feeding him.

I sat and watched them. “You scared me, Simmy. Seeing you like that. I didn't know what to think.”

Simmy looked ashen, his face sweaty.

“I was scared too,” he said, “I've lost my spectacles.”

He began to cry. Katya stroked his face, shushing him.

I felt in my pants pocket. “It's okay…I found them. No need to cry.” I blew on the lenses, then rubbed them with the bed sheet. “Here. They're clean now.”

Simmy took them from me, unfolded the wire frames carefully and slipped them on.

“Now Katya, you need to leave us alone for a minute.”

She glared at me. “This is a mistake, Mordecai. No good can come of it.”

She stalked out, slamming the door.

When we were alone, Simmy looked at me with a sheepish expression.

“Who was it?” I asked. “Who attacked you?”

“Let it go. It was nothing.”

I spoke quietly and insistently.

“Tell me, Simmy. I won't leave until you do. You know I won't.”

I knew Simmy would give in. We stared at each other for a good long while until he broke away.

He sighed. “Vladimir. Kolya. Ivan,” he muttered.

“I'll make them pay for what they've done to you,” I said. “That's a promise.”

Simmy stared back at me through the grimy spectacles.

“I thought we were friends. Why did they hurt me when I did nothing to them? I don't understand.” More tears rolled down his cheeks.

I leaned in and touched my little brother on his good shoulder, then cupped his chin. “Jews and Polacks don't mix. It's as simple as that. They went after you instead of me, those bastards. I'll get them back, don't you worry.”

“It isn't right, Mordecai. Mama and Papa don't like it when you do these things.”

I stood up and smiled. “That's why they mustn't know, little brother. Revenge is mine saith the Lord.”

“You twist the Torah for your own purposes.” Simmy took his Torah studies seriously. He'd taken to it, enjoyed the stories he read, loved the philosophical discussions. For me, religious school was boring. All the talk made me edgy and restless. I'd rather be doing something, preferably with my hands. Religion was the first ideology Simmy encountered and it influenced him because he was young and didn't know anything else. In many ways, he was an idealist. When he grew older, he became enamoured of Zionism and longed to move to Palestine to build a Jewish homeland.

“Get some sleep now. I have things to do,” I said and looked at him fondly. “You need to rest.” He nodded and slunk down under the covers, pulling them up to his chin.

I went downstairs to the kitchen and wolfed some lentil soup, dipping in hunks of black bread. I stared ahead, seeing my fists at work and smiled grimly. It was happening again. Rage bit at me.

I removed my coat and cap from the closet and went out, closing the door after me. I heard a noise and turned. Katya pressed herself against the upstairs window. She banged her palms on the pane, yelling something that I couldn't hear. I turned my back on her, hunched my shoulders and strode away into the darkness.

 

I marched along, passing no one.

I approached the trestle bridge, walking in the shadows. At Simmy's age, a gang of young Polacks grabbed me and hoisted me over the side by the seat of my pants. They threatened to drop me into the swirling waters of the Volga. The water looked dark and cold and so far down below my dangling feet. Once again, I felt the sting of humiliation. I'd wet my pants and they laughed at me. I heard their jeers echoing in my mind as they hauled me back and dumped me face first in the dirty road. I should have protected Simmy. I should have prevented this from happening.

The storefronts sat silent in Polish town. Gas lamps lit the streets. The deep shadows embraced me. Out of sight, I peered around the corner at Ivan's house. After his dinner, he'd meet up with his friends and they'd wander the town getting into mischief. I waited. After a moment, Ivan emerged. I heard the soft patter of his shoes on the cobblestones and counted the steps under my breath. Five…six…seven…eight… As the unsuspecting boy drew abreast, I stuck out my foot. He fell forward. Before Ivan could make a sound, I hauled the young Polack up, clapped a hand over his mouth and dragged him into the laneway. I pressed him against the filthy wall.

“You know who I am?”

The boy nodded, his blue eyes wide and fearful. He was my age and size but gangly. He struggled, trying to free his arms, but I had him pinned tightly. I kneed him in the stomach repeatedly, getting in good shots, and he bent over and gagged.

“You tell your friends that I know who they are and what they've done and I'll come looking for them. And now, you rotten bastard, it's your turn,” I hissed.

I hit the boy with my fists, measuring each blow carefully until the blood ran from his nose and mouth and each eye went puffy. I loosened my grip and Ivan slumped to the ground. I gave him a kick and he toppled on to his side.

“You will never touch a Jew again, Polack, do you hear? Or I will come back for you. Tell your friends.” I looked at the huddled form and spat, then turned on my heel and walked away. As I walked, I felt the heat drain out of me and I began to shiver. Dirty, rotten, Polack bastard had it coming, I told myself. I had to do it. I walked briskly home, but felt the cold seep into my bones.

 

“That was harsh, Mr. G,” she said in a quiet voice.

I shrugged. “Maybe, but he'd just stuck a knife into my little brother. I wasn't worried about how he felt.”

“So, I see. Playing the bad boy,” she said.

I snorted a little. “I was the bad boy.”

Arriving back at the villa, I slipped in the back door. My sister found me at the kitchen sink, rinsing blood from my knuckles.

“I took care of him but his front teeth were sharp.” I held up my damaged hand.

“Oh Mordecai, that won't undo what has been done to Simmy.”

I turned off the tap. “I know that, but they'll think twice before trying it again. Little Jewish kids won't have to be afraid. Simmy won't have to be afraid.”

“Let me look,” she said, taking my hand and examining the chafed, broken skin. “You can't always protect him. You can't always protect everyone,” she said.

“I have to try,” I replied.

“I'll get the iodine and bandages,” Katya said quietly.

“Yes, little doctor.”

“Mama and Papa will wonder what has been going on here in their absence. Everyone is wounded.”

“Except for you.”

“In my heart, Mordecai,” she said quietly. “Wait here. Don't move.”

I clenched and unclenched my fist as I waited for her, stretching the skin, rekindling the pain I'd inflicted.

In a moment, she was back, carrying the brown bottle and the bandages. I held out my hand to her. She cleaned it with iodine, then wrapped the bandage roughly over the knuckles and across the palm.

“You'll live,” she pronounced.

“I'm glad, because I need to take care of you and Simmy.”

“Who is taking care of who?” she retorted.

I shrugged. I didn't want to concede anything, not even to Katya.

“You can't win every battle, Mordecai, or win every war.”

“We'll see.”

I went to embrace her but she stiffened. She tried to turn away but I held her close.

“Let's see how he's doing,” I said.

She smiled sadly. “Yes…let's…”

I led the way to Simmy's room. He lay fast asleep, spectacles perched on his stubby nose.

I pointed. “Look…he snores.”

Katya crept up to the bed and carefully removed the glasses. She touched his forehead.

“No fever. That's a good sign.”

“Good work, little doctor.”

Early the next morning, I ate an egg and sipped tea in the kitchen as Amalija, the Polish house servant, refilled the samovar. The rising steam wet her cheeks and brow. Katya came in wearing her robe and slippers.

“Tea, Miss?” Amalija asked.

“Yes, please.” Amalija poured a cup from the samovar and placed some fresh black bread before Katya.

“How is Simmy?” I asked.

“Sleeping.”

“Mama and Papa will be home soon. Pyotr is picking them up from the station.”

“What are we going to tell them? What will we say?” she asked.

I looked at her. “We say nothing. Why worry them needlessly? Simmy is recovering thanks to you and the problem is solved. No one will bother him again.”

Katya frowned. “This can't go on Mordecai. You must stop this before you hurt yourself and Mama and Papa. Things can only get worse. I can't stand all of this anger…this hatred…”

I pushed my chair back, heavily. Katya flinched.

“You don't know what you're talking about, little sister. We didn't start the hatred, they did. Stick to your medical books and stay out of it.”

Later on, I took a cup of tea and two pieces of challah toast up to Simmy.

“How's the shoulder?”

“It hurts and is very stiff,” he replied putting the book down on the nightstand. “But I will live.”

I placed the tray on Simmy's lap. “Nourishment for the patient.”

“When are Mama and Papa coming?” Simmy took a bite of toast. Butter smeared his cheek.

“Soon. We'll tell them that you fell off the fence. You've done that before.” Simmy slurped his tea. It was sweet, just the way he liked it.

“They might believe you,” he said, not entirely convinced. “But what will you tell them about your hand?” he asked.

I grinned. “Smart guy, huh? Maybe I should punch you in the nose.”

“Then Katya would have to bandage your other hand too.”

I laughed, then shrugged. “I'll think of something. There are plenty of things around here for skinning knuckles.” I rose. “Eat. Drink up. Stay in bed today. I think we can miss school. The rabbi will understand.” As a young boy, Simmy believed what he was told about a higher power. The idea of God comforted him. I never liked the notion of something else being in control. Something above us, something that didn't have to answer to anyone. I wanted to control things myself but as I found out, that can never be no matter how much you want it. The world I knew slipped out of control and spiraled away from me.

“That's easy for you, you don't get smacked with a ruler for being late or not doing your work. And what about Papa? You know he doesn't like us to miss school.”

I didn't know how to answer him. “Finish up little brother.”

I left the room and descended the stairs heavily. Simmy was right. I didn't have an answer for my father.

Shortly after eleven o'clock, I watched from the upstairs window as Pyotr pulled the Skoda saloon up to the front door. My parents, Chaim and Sadie Goldman emerged. Pyotr stepped out and opened the boot, lifting the luggage. I crept to the top of the stairs to listen. Amalija came out from the kitchen where she had been preparing lunch, a weak smile plastered on her face.

“You are home,” she said.

“And the children?” Papa asked.

“At home,” Amalija replied, nervously. “They wanted to be here…The little one…he…he…hurt his shoulder and is in bed. But…but… he is all right. Miss Katya has been taking care of him.”

Mama's face clouded. Papa's brows shot up but he tried to contain his concern. He went to Mama and patted her plump hand. “Don't worry. If Katya is looking after him, then he is in the very best hands. You know how clever she is.”

“I must go up to him,” she said and moved briskly to the stairwell. Halfway up, she turned to Papa.

“Chaim, what are you waiting for?”

“Yes,” he said. “I want to speak with Mordecai…get an explanation for this…” I heard the anger in my father's voice and skedaddled back to Simmy's room.

Simmy sat up in bed reading his science book. Katya stood nervously by the window looking out at the courtyard. I slouched in a chair with my feet up, glancing at the newspaper, bracing myself for what was to come.

“And what is this?” Mama cried. Katya turned quickly. Simmy smiled shyly over his book and I simply folded down the top half of the paper. “Why are all my children home from school? What has happened?”

Katya went to her obediently and gave her a kiss, then embraced Papa.

“Hello my little darling,” he said to her. “You are tending the flock?” But he glowered at me.

“Yes, Papa.”

“Simmy fell off the fence and hurt his shoulder a little, that's all, nothing serious,” I said.

“I feel fine,” Simmy piped in. “Just a little sore.”

“And this?” asked Sadie, holding up my bandaged hand.

Simmy laughed. “I told you she would notice right away.”

“Have you been in a fight? Again?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Papa. “Explain please. And it better be good.”

I didn't look at my father but pulled my mother to me. “Of course not, Mama. A stupid accident. The gate swung shut on my hand, that's all. We've given Katya the opportunity to play doctor for real.”

“I did my best,” Katya said.

“What will the rabbi say?” asked Chaim Goldman sternly. I knew he didn't believe a word of this.

“Only three days left, Papa. Then I'll be working in the mill,” I said. “I don't think the rabbi will be too upset once he knows the circumstances, do you?”

“Perhaps,” conceded Papa, his brow furrowed. “I am glad to see you are all in one piece, for now… especially you Simmy. As for you, Mordecai…” He waggled his forefinger, “We'll talk later. Amalija should be ready for us. I need a cup of tea. The road was very dry.” That put an end to the matter.

 

School ended that week. I'd be finished with yeshiva finally. Religion didn't interest me. The scholars droned on and on endlessly. Simmy liked engaging in the dialectic, in the arguing back and forth but I found it boring.

I also hated working alongside the men in my father's mill. I received seven zloty a week, less than half of what the Polish workers made. I complained but it did no good. Seven zloty it was and no discussion permitted. I hauled sacks of grain from the farmers' carts and unloaded the trucks.

Simmy worked in Papa's bottling plant, counting cases of soda pop as they were shipped to the distributors' warehouses in Warsaw, Cracow, Gdansk and Lodz.

Katya spent her time dissecting animals, concocting a makeshift laboratory in the garden shed. Katya coerced us, bribing us with lemonade and cookies to help her. We'd find her the specimens and hand her the tools she needed. Simmy and I watched her work with wide-eyed, gut wrenching revulsion.

“Yech,” Simmy exclaimed as Katya slit open the abdomen of a squirrel we found in the forest. No species was spared.

“Katya,” I said as I watched the small animal's body shudder and gasp. “Are you sure you want to be a doctor and not a taxidermist?”

“You're an idiot. How else will I understand how the body works?”

“It's disgusting,” Simmy spat.

“I think Simmy is right. There's something creepy about all of this.”

“Be quiet, the two of you. I need to concentrate. Go work on an engine,” she said. “I don't need you here, after all.”

“Suits me fine,” I replied.

I preferred engines and motors anyway. I liked spending time with the mechanics who worked on my father's trucks. If I had a choice, that's how I'd spend the summer, not schlepping grain back and forth like a pack mule.







Chapter 2

On a blistering Saturday in July of that year, a tall, broad-shouldered, golden-haired man came out of the sun. He knocked on our door. My father went to greet this stranger as we children crowded around.

“Come in, my friend,” Chaim Goldman cried.

“Thank you,” said the stranger, and set his gleaming leather suitcase on the floor in the limestone foyer. My mother came out of the kitchen wiping her hands on an apron. When she saw this blond deity, her hands flew up to fix her disheveled hair.

“Darling. Children, I want you to meet Frederick Valens of Warsaw. I know his father very well. We are in business together … and did you know,” he asked, making sure to look straight at me, “that Frederick is still the finest boxer in all of Eastern Europe and Russia?”

“Stop,” said Frederick obviously enjoying the compliments. “You flatter me too much. I haven't boxed for over a year.” His teeth were brilliant. Katya's jaw hung open while Simmy simply stared. Papa introduced each of us. I muttered a terse hello under my breath, recoiling from the open smile, the glowing good looks.

Frederick bowed low over my mother's hand and she blushed like a schoolgirl. I snorted in derision. Frederick turned to me.

“Your father tells me you have a bad temper and fight a lot, is this true?”

I shrugged. “Now and then. It's nothing really.” And what business was it of his?

Frederick nodded in agreement. The shine on his golden hair blazed in the light. “I can see by the marks on your knuckles and the scratches on your face that you have been busy. But while I'm here, maybe you can show me what you can do.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Anything is possible.”

Frederick laughed. “A good fighter enjoys the spirit of combat, wouldn't you say?”

I found myself irritated by this guy. “School's over. I'm working in the mill now.”

My father stepped forward, humiliation burning his face, but Frederick held up his hand. “It's all right, Chaim. I don't mind.”

Papa beckoned to our guest. “Come Frederick, I'll show you your room. There will be plenty of time for boxing later. Mordecai, take the case.”

“Why can't Pyotr do it?”

Papa stopped in his tracks. He balled his fists and as he did so, his lips trembled, his eyes infused with outrage. I knew that look well, so I squashed my resentment and solemnly picked up the case. Papa forced himself to turn back to Frederick, his body rigid with fury.

Reluctantly, I followed the tall, laughing man up the staircase and wondered why he was so happy. Katya stood at the bottom of the stairs and continued to stare after him, open-mouthed. I glanced back while manhandling the valise.

 

Frederick Valens chatted away effortlessly during lunch telling us about his travels around Europe, his boxing exploits and after, when he entered the family business. He had traveled widely and visited many places, many cities. I took it in sullenly, barely listening.

“Are you a Jew?” I blurted. My parents looked at me in horror. Katya gasped. Only Simmy stifled a smile.

“No, I'm not,” he replied then cleared his throat.

“Then you're a Polack?”

“Mordecai,” Papa thundered.

Frederick's long face froze, his blue eyes clear and bright.

“No, it's all right. My mother is Polish and my father, a German.”

“And why do you do business with a Jew?” I asked.

Papa shot up from the table, but Frederick held his hand up.

“It's because we have a good business together. It makes perfect sense. We all make money and that's why we're in business, isn't it?”

“Mordecai,” said Mama sharply. “Enough questions. What is the matter with you?” She stood up to clear the table and by her brusque gestures, I could see she too was annoyed. Katya went to help Mama, turning her back on me. We males sat, as was the custom. There was an awkward silence.

“A wonderful lunch, Mrs. Goldman. But altogether, far too much food. It has made me sleepy.”

Mama smiled timidly, unused to compliments. “But I like to see everyone eat well. It is a blessing.”

“Then I can see you have many blessings and often,” he replied. Then he turned to me, his blue eyes glittering. “Mordecai, what do you say to a little workout. Get rid of this lunch?”

I shrugged. “As you wish.”

“Good. Put on short pants and an undershirt. I don't suppose you have any athletic shoes?” I shook my head. “All right. Regular shoes then but no boots. Off you go.” I turned to my father who'd been silent.

“Yes, fine…go…go…” He waved his hand, then turned to Frederick. “There is a good spot around the back. It is shaded.”

“I like the heat,” Frederick replied and stared purposefully at me.

 

“You were asking for it, huh, Mr. G?”

“Maybe I was. It was the arrogance of youth. From the beginning, I didn't like this fellow. He was too perfect it seemed to me, too pretty if you know what I mean. Frederick had this idea that he was superior, better than others, or so I thought at the time.”

“He give you a whuppin?”

I laughed. “Wait and see.”







Chapter 3

“Pa-pah…Pa-pah…Pa-pah,” Frederick exhaled, dancing in front of me, his fists flashing mere millimeters from the tip of my nose. I felt like a fool with legs splayed wide and hips and shoulders twisted.

“Keep your hands up,” Frederick barked. “Higher…higher still. Like this…”

He slapped my hands in an upward motion. Frederick walked around me in a tight circle, nodding and pursing his lips, then came to a full halt right in front of me, put his hands on his hips and stared down. Wearing a benign smile, Frederick kicked his leg out and I went down in a heap. Frederick laughed uproariously. He reached down to help but I batted his hands away.

“What'd you do that for?” I demanded.

Frederick waggled his forefinger. “Balance, Mordecai, balance, if you don't have balance as a boxer, you have nothing. Always remember that.” He clapped his hands sharply. “Back in position, let's go,” he barked.

I pushed myself to a standing position and assumed the stance; left foot forward, right back, elbows tight, fists high. I barely kept my anger in check.

“That's right,” Frederick said. “You need to protect your flank,” and he lashed out with a punch that grazed my side. “but more importantly, here,” pointing to my abdomen. “How can I find my way in? Right? You are covered. Now, I want you to push against me, as hard as you can. Come on, do it, do it now,” he urged.

I punched both hands forward. The impact jarred me up to the elbows. Frederick hadn't budged a millimeter. I tried again, harder this time, elbows back and pushed. No effect. Frederick just looked at me with that infuriating smile. I stepped back, went into a crouch and ran forward, head down, filled my lungs with air , blasted a roar…and found nothing but air. I hit the ground face first and bounced hard.

“Balance,” Frederick said, stepping to the side then hopped to and fro. “Balance is the key,” he trilled.

“You crazy bastard,” I gasped. “You tricked me.” And to my shame, I felt hot tears streaking my cheeks.

My lungs burned. I felt a furnace inside me. Far in the distance, Frederick loped ahead, his long legs barely touching the ground as I struggled to keep up. I wanted to lie down under a shady tree, press my face into the cool grass and die. Up ahead, Frederick danced lightly on his toes and gestured impatiently.

“Come on,” he bawled. “Faster. Keep up.” He waited for me, that mocking grin etched into his sleek face.

We ran down to the banks of the Vistula, turned around and ran back to the villa. I tottered, barely able to put one foot ahead of the other. When I reached the back garden of the property, I sank to my knees and gagged.

Frederick took off his shirt, then wiped his face with it. “Marvelous. What about you? What'd you think?” he asked me.

I continued to pant but remained determined not to show any weakness. “It was wonderful,” I croaked.

Frederick laughed. The braying sound hurt my ears.

Some moments later, I came back to consciousness and realized that Frederick was talking. “The best boxers, and naturally I include myself in this category, use their heads, not just their bodies. You must think about what you are doing, look at the man opposite and see his weaknesses. Does he drop his hand a little? Does he fall for the feint? Does he leave his body exposed? Does he fight with spirit? All of these things go through your mind and then you know whether you can win or not. But you can only do these things after you have all of the tools, right? Strength, conditioning, training and practice. It never ends.”

From my prone position on the grass, I was forced to listen, but only if I wanted some lemonade. I grudgingly admitted to myself that some of what Frederick said seemed to make sense.

 

I lay on my bed with a cold cloth pressed to my forehead. Katya knocked then slipped in and sat beside me.

“He's very handsome, isn't he?”

I looked at my sister, who'd never played with dolls and only talked of things relating to medicine, therapies and operations. “What?”

“So very tall,” she murmured.

“Katya,” I said sternly, sitting up. I grabbed her by the wrists. “What is the matter with you?”

She frowned at me. “Nothing. I'm allowed to say whatever I want.”

“But such foolish things. You're only a girl and he's a grown man.”

“It's none of your business really, Mordecai, but I was hoping you might understand. I can't talk about this to Mama and Papa.”

“Just stay away from him, he's a pig, I tell you.”

“Don't tell me what to do. I am older than you,” my sister said and yanked her wrists free.

“You warned me before and now I'm warning you. You'll look like a fool.”

“You don't understand much then, do you?” she asked, but never gave me a chance to answer. I couldn't tell her I wanted to protect her from this man. I still thought of her as a girl but I knew she had grown up on me. In those days, in Poland, we grew up quickly. We had to.







Chapter 4

“He had your number, Mr. G, didn't he? That Frederick.”

“I suppose he did.”

“Why didn't you like him?”

I shrugged. “I don't know. Maybe it was just his blond good looks. Too Aryan. That air of superiority.”

“You were jealous maybe?”

“Maybe,” I conceded. “Just maybe.”

 

I suffered through the longest two weeks of my life. During the day, I toiled at the mill. After the evening meal, I submitted to whatever torture Frederick dreamed up – and he had a vivid imagination. We'd run to the river facing forward hands above our shoulders, then return to the villa running backward. Frederick taught me to spar, blow after blow after blow. My arms turned to lead, so heavy, I couldn't lift them above my waist. Then came the drills; up on my toes dancing, side-to-side, forward and back until my calves and arches screamed with pain. Frederick launched bombs at my head and I learned to dodge and weave. More than once, Frederick knocked me flat on my ass, forced me to get up, then did it again. After ten days of this treatment, my anger exploded. I surged forward, wildly raining blows on Frederick's unblemished arms and chest, bellowing at him like a frenzied animal. He didn't lift a hand to protect himself, not once. Calmly, that smile twisted on his lips, Frederick pushed me away.

“Are you finished?” he asked.

I stood there, wild-eyed, staring at him, panting and sweating, drool running from my mouth.

“Are you finished?” he asked again.

“Like hell I am,” I replied.

Frederick smiled, for real this time.

“Good. Then, let's box.” From that moment, I understood. I hated him but I understood.

The morning he left for Warsaw, Frederick stopped by my room.

“I know you haven't enjoyed our time together,” he said. “But at least I feel I have given you some tools that will help you.”

“You expect me to thank you?” I asked.

Frederick smiled. “Remember,” he said. “Balance is the key. I'll be back at the end of the summer. Keep practicing. We'll see then what you can do.” Then he left.

I heard his light steps on the stairs falling away and went to the window. I saw Katya reach up, stand on her tiptoes and give Frederick a kiss on the cheek. Frederick smiled at her, then got into the waiting car and drove off.

I slammed my fist into an open palm with a vicious smack.

 

That Sunday I answered the door as Papa's two brothers, Herman and Mendel, brought their wives and children to dinner. Six cousins in all. Katya toiled with Mama cutting flowers for the table, polishing the good silverware, helping in the kitchen. Simmy and I didn't have to do anything and couldn't have been happier.

I didn't enjoy these occasions. My cousin Sonya who, inevitably, sat beside me at dinner, had a large wart right in the middle of her nose. She looked like a witch.

“Sonya has the evil eye. You have to spit behind her back,” Simmy said. “Then kiss the mezzuzah for luck or she'll cast a spell on you.”

“Whatever you say, Simmy,” I said. We stood together on the verandah observing the domestic activity inside. Katya glared at us. “I think Katya is giving us the evil eye right now.”

“It's not our fault girls have to do all the housework,” Simmy said. “It's better being a boy.”

Sonya, the witch, sat between me and Simmy at dinner. Simmy kept looking at me and giggling. Papa and his brothers sat at the opposite end of the table while the aunts, Ruth and Sara, sat beside them. The children were sandwiched between the adults. I didn't care for my cousins, parochial schoolboys all of them.

“So, Mordecai,” said Uncle Herman, “how do you like working in the mill?” A dribble of borscht ran down his chin.

“I don't care for it much. You can tell the boss from me, the pay is lousy.” My two uncles chuckled awkwardly while the aunts looked horrified. The conversation at the table ceased. Papa pricked up his ears and wrinkled his eyebrows.

“So, my son. You think you're not paid enough?” he asked in a querulous tone.

“I do a man's work, Papa. I should be paid a man's wages, don't you think?”

“But you're not a man. Not yet.”

“He has a point,” said Mendel.

“But a man earns a man's wages, not a boy,” insisted Papa. “This is only natural. It's how the system works.”

“Then we must change the system,” I replied.

“What are you, a communist?” my father asked, anger flashing in his dark eyes.

“No Papa. I'm asking only a question. I don't think it's fair, that's all.”

Papa stroked his beard. “I see.” He reached for the decanter and poured a glass of wine. “Since you consider yourself a man, then take a drink of wine.”

“But a whole glass?” asked Mama. “It will make him sick.”

“We'll see.” Reb Goldman stood up from the table, strode purposefully to where I sat and plunked the glass in front of me. I picked it up and took a gulp.

“Not bad,” I said.

“Don't drink too quickly,” said Herman. “You'll get a sore head.”

“And more than that,” added Mendel.

“I'll be okay.” I took another mouthful. I'd downed half of it. Papa came around behind and clapped me on the shoulders, digging his fingers through muscle into the sinew. I wanted to shrug him off but kept very still. He could be hard when he wanted to.

“You want to grow up all at once, eh Mordecai? Don't be in such a hurry. The world will wait for you.”

I tried to pull away but he held me fast.

“Maybe I won't wait for it,” I declared feeling grown up in my defiance. “So, do I earn a man's wages or not?”

My father pondered the question then released his grip. He pulled at his beard then returned to his chair. He spoke deliberately. “No, my son, you do not.”

I stared at him for a long while without saying anything. He met my gaze calmly. I picked up the wine glass and drank down the remainder.

“All right,” I said. “But I'll take another glass of wine.” The room froze into silence; all eyes turned to Papa.

Then Uncle Herman snorted and pretended to cough, finally erupting into wheezing, hacking laughter. The others stared at him in surprise as his laughter burbled around the silent dining room. Without warning, his wife began to titter, burying her face in her hands while her sister-in-law grinned. My cousins brayed like a pack of frenzied mules. Even Papa couldn't hold his composure after that and when Simmy broke out into hysterical giggles, he too opened his mouth to laugh aloud, then guffawed, his cheeks turning red, his chest heaving. I relaxed finally and looked around the table, smiling. Laughter seemed better than tears, I thought.







Chapter 5

The summer ended and the moment I dreaded, occurred. After two months, Frederick Valens returned. He set down his valise and placed his large hands on his slim hips, puffing out his chest. I stood on the verandah saying nothing as he examined me with a critical look.

“You have grown, Mordecai and put on weight too. You look fit and still angry. Why am I not surprised? Have you been practicing what I taught you?”

“Every day,” I replied, jaw clenched.

“Good, good. You know, Mordecai, anger alone won't do you much good on its own. In a fight, a match, a cooler head is a better way to go.”

I bristled but smiled grimly. “I'll try to remember.”

Frederick went round greeting everyone. Katya threw her arms around his neck and Frederick lifted her off the floor and swung her around while she squealed in delight. I watched through the screen door, my blood seething. Frederick set Katya down then shook Simmy's hand so vigorously, his body twitched and his glasses slid down his face. Frederick said hello to my father.

“Chaim, I hope you are well?”

“We'll talk after lunch,” Papa replied. I smiled as Frederick bowed deferentially. He'd been stung by my father's brusqueness. Katya disappeared into the kitchen to help Mama with lunch but gave Frederick one last, lingering look. I pushed through the screen door and let it bang behind me. Frederick smiled grimly.

“We'll go for a run after lunch, see how you're progressing.”

I didn't want to make a scene in front of my father.

“Sure. I'll look forward to it.” Papa nodded, and I was pleased that my father thought we might be getting along a little better.

We ran side-by-side. Frederick's easy lope had tightened, his gait stiff. I breathed deeply, staying relaxed, keeping my limbs loose.

Now, we'll see, I thought and pushed the pace a little more. I heard Frederick's breath echo shallowly in his chest but I kept my eyes straight ahead, focusing on the road. We ran past Solnicki's farm, following the banks of the river leading us to the mill. Frederick lengthened his stride but his breathing came out labored. I smiled to myself and ran even faster. I saw the mill in the distance and went for it, pushing all else out of my mind.

I felt a sublime pleasure even as my arms and legs strained and my body heated up from within. I could hear Frederick falter, listened to the missteps as he tried pushing himself through the stiffness and pain. I surged ahead as Frederick lost ground.

I vaulted forward and as I moved ahead something hooked my right ankle. I fell, going down in a heap of arms and legs, skinning the palms of my hands and kneecaps on the broken road. Frederick loped past and as I went down I saw the bottom of his shoes churning up dust. My chin smacked hard and I felt a wetness fill my mouth. I'd bitten my tongue. The pain nauseated me and my sight went dark for a moment but I pushed myself to my feet, spat blood down my shirtfront and staggered on, chasing the lean figure disappearing ahead of me.

Frederick waited for me in the foreyard of the mill bouncing on his toes, that glib smile twisting his lips. My dirt-stained face hardened into a mask of hatred.

“You dirty bastard,” I cried. “You dirty thieving prick.”

“You can tell your father if you like,” Frederick said quietly.

I shook my head, then spat more blood. “I fight my own battles.”

“I thought you might,” Frederick replied quietly. “If you believe that your opponents always fight clean, then think again and be prepared. It's a dirty world, my young friend.”

“I'm not your friend,” I cried. “I will never be your friend.” In my fury, I picked up a clod of earth and threw it at him. It thunked off his chest leaving a dirty smear on his clean, white shirt.

Frederick merely shrugged.

 

“He got to you, huh?” Beulah smirked weakly. “You let him get under your skin…”

“I was only a boy and reacted impulsively. I was filled with anger and outrage. I didn't think he'd do such a thing. It never occurred to me that he'd act that way.”

“Surprised you, didn't he? Maybe that was a good thing, taught you a lesson, toughened you up. I've seen things…” She wiped at her lips and I fed her some water. She appeared weak, more than sickly, sweating through her clothes, shivering uncontrollably even though I'd wrapped her in a warm comforter. I got up to get her a cloth for her forehead. She grabbed my wrist, showing surprising strength. “Don't go, keep talking. Tell me more of the story. Please.”

I nodded and sat down again, leaning in closer.

“I made it my business to keep track of Frederick. I didn't trust him and my sister was infatuated with him. Just a young girl and he was a full-grown man.”

“Knight in shining armor,” Beulah said bitterly. “Where was my hero? Never had one and never will.”

I didn't have an answer for her.







Chapter 6

After dinner that evening, Frederick sat on the verandah smoking a cigarette. Simmy and I hid around the corner of the house, listening in. I had to shush him several times or he'd have given us away.

“You'll ruin your lungs.” Frederick turned to see Katya standing in the shadows. He smiled at her.

“Come,” he said. “Sit.” Despite her bold pronouncement, she sat beside him demurely. “You're probably right. I don't have the wind I once had. Your brother outran me today. I guess I'm getting old.”

“Nonsense,” she said then hesitated. “I mean, it is proven that the chemical properties in tobacco cause lung damage. Maybe you shouldn't inhale.”

Frederick dropped the glowing butt on the verandah floor and ground it out under the heel of his summer loafers. “I heed your command.”

“Don't be silly. I can't command you,” and she smiled at the thought of ordering him about.

“You may command me anywhere and anytime,” Frederick replied. “Give me an order and I'll obey it.”

“Now you really are being silly,” she said.

Frederick gathered her hands in his. They were fine-boned and supple. Katya tensed. “Don't be afraid, dear Katya. I mean you no harm.” And he pressed his lips fervently to her palm.

Katya stared at him, astonished but didn't pull her hand away. “Frederick, what are you doing?”

“I don't know,” and he smiled at her then became serious. “You're too beautiful, Katya. It's painful for me to see you. It's why I came back.”

“I thought you were helping Mordecai and working with my father?”

“Just excuses really. I wanted to see you again.”

“Frederick, I…”

“Katya. I may be a grown man and you are much younger but your beauty makes you seem older. I'm sure all the boys are in love with you.”

“I don't have time for boys. I'm too busy studying and doing meaningless housework.”

“No time for love?”

“No, well, not yet,” and she watched him for a long moment.

“There is always time for love, dear little Katya.” He lapsed into silence and looked at her in the growing darkness. But then Mama's voice crashed through the quiet.

“Katya. Katya darling, where are you? I need your help for a moment.”

She stood up. “I'd better go.”

Frederick grabbed her arm. “Meet me tomorrow night? I'll wait for you by the fence in the back. I'll wait all night if I have to.” She stepped back gathering her skirts holding his gaze as she went inside, reluctant to take her eyes off him. After she left, Frederick turned to stare out into the darkness.

Simmy squeezed my hand and I knew we were both determined to be there, to protect our sister from this man.

All the next day, I waited as the farmers brought in their sacks of wheat. The men, gruffly bearded with piercing blue eyes and peasant caps pulled low on their ruddy faces. Their clothes ragged and dirty, their expressions haggard and suspicious. They brought their wheat and in return, received flour for baking breads and cakes that fed them over the winter. On this day, Pyotr helped out. The farmers were a hard lot and could be quarrelsome, even violent at times. A farmer came in. I'd seen him before and the man nodded without saying anything. Without waiting for me, he dumped his wheat directly into the wooden box to be measured.

“You see? It's all wheat, nothing else,” he said. Then muttered something unintelligible and spat.

“Thank you sir,” I replied politely. Pyotr stood by silently, arms crossed, watching the farmer. I checked the gauge.

“Thirty-five kilos,” I said.

“Eh?” The farmer jerked his head up in surprise. “No,” he said. “Forty kilos there.”

I checked the gauge again. “No. Thirty-five. Take a look,” I said and stepped to the side. The farmer bent over and squinted at the gauge.

“No,” he said again. “You cheat.”

I could sense the man's anger. This was his livelihood. The bread to feed his family. “Forty,” he repeated. “You make a mistake.”

“No,” I said firmly. “No mistake.”

“Fucking Jew. I know how much I put in. Forty kilos.”

Pyotr stepped in. “No need to get upset, friend. The measurement is accurate. I'm certain of it.”

The farmer spat. “You work for them,” he said. “The Jews.”

“Do you want the flour or not?” Pyotr asked.

“Of course.”

“Then don't cause trouble.”

“I cause whatever I want. They steal from us, these Jews. They take our money and they take our souls. Even the priest says so.” His voice thundered in the small weighing shed.

I listened and outwardly tried to appear calm. Inside, my blood boiled, my anger raged. I reached behind the counter. The farmer had turned his back to me as he spoke to Pyotr.

“Hey,” I said.

The farmer turned. I lashed out. The two by four I held in my hands caught the farmer across the forehead and he fell back in a heap, knocked cold. Pyotr stood stunned and speechless.

“Take him outside. Give him his flour when it's ready and tell him never to come back here again.”

Pyotr looked at me with a flummoxed expression, then down at the farmer where a dark welt had swollen up in the middle of his forehead.

“What if you have killed him?” he whispered.

“I don't think so,” I replied. “He has a hard head. But if you like, fetch Katya to take a look at him. But get him out of here. Others are waiting.” Pyotr gulped, but nodded.

He picked the farmer up under the armpits and dragged him outside. The other farmers looked at them curiously. One came up to Pyotr. I watched from inside then stepped closer to the window to hear better.

“What happened?” Pyotr told him. The other man nodded. “That Slava is a hot head. I would not have called him a fucking Jew to his face. Not here. There are other times and places, eh?” Pyotr said nothing, torn in his loyalty. He backed away and went to fetch Katya. The next man went in to have his wheat put on the scale. The hothead, Slava, now cooled off, began to moan as he slowly regained consciousness.

That evening, I stood out in the yard shadow boxing. Simmy sat in the grass watching me. My father had bought a pair of gloves for me and a helmet. I danced back and forth, punching, jabbing, weaving, keeping up on my toes.

“Mordecai!” came a roar from around the front of the house.

“Papa,” I said, and felt the bile rise in my chest.

“He sounds angry,” Simmy said.

Papa barreled around the corner. Frederick sauntered after him, a smug grin on his face. “How dare you,” Papa bellowed, the color rising into his full cheeks.

“Yes, Papa?”

“What's happened?” Frederick asked with feigned innocence, his hands shoved casually into the pockets of his white trousers.

“Tell him,” Papa commanded. I didn't want to say anything to Frederick but he seethed with anger.

“You better say something,” Simmy said.

I struggled to speak, but my father's angry glare coaxed the words out of me.

As soon as I finished, Papa interjected.

“This will never happen again. Next week your work at the mill is finished. You will never go back there.”

“I'm sorry, Papa. I let myself get angry at what that foul-mouthed bastard farmer said about us. They all try to cheat.”

“You were wrong to do this. It will only incite them.”

“It will teach them respect.”

Simmy wisely elected to stay quiet.

“And what if you had started a riot? What then? What if you didn't knock the fellow out and he attacked you? You might have been badly hurt.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Enough!” Papa roared. “This will not happen again. Violence begets violence. I will not hear of it, do you understand? We are a peaceful people. We live side by side with our neighbors. No more.”

I felt my heart race and anger flushed into my veins but I loved my father and wouldn't speak against him. “Yes, Papa.”

“From now on, if you must fight, then box, like this. You must get this anger out of you. It will hurt you in the end, Mordecai. It will destroy you.” I stared at my toes. And then Papa's anger was spent. He just looked sad. “Now go inside and clean yourself up. I want to speak with Frederick.”

The following week, the farmers came again to have their grain weighed. The troublemaker, Slava, was not among them. He sent his son instead, a boy a few years older than me. The other men averted their eyes and shuffled their feet but there was no trouble.

Slava's son, a hulking young man, was physically developed beyond his years with thick wrists and broad shoulders. His lank blond hair looked as if it had been hacked at with a machete and fell across his broad face in an uneven thatch. He flicked the hair from sharp eyes that never left me as the boy waited for the grain to be ground into flour. Occasionally, he whistled a tuneless song or bit down on his fingernails, all without taking his eyes away. I ignored the hulking boy's looks and carried on with the work. When the flour was brought out from the back, the boy hefted it easily on to his shoulder. Just as he was about to leave, he turned back.

“You there, Jew,” he said. I glanced up at him. “I shall see you soon at school. I won't turn my back.” The boy spat on the floor, then turned and walked out the door, ducking as he made the entranceway, his heavy boots clomping on the wooden floor of the shed. I stared after him. The term hadn't even started yet.

“He's mean, that one,” Pyotr said. “I know him. He takes after his father. You must avoid him. Cruelty runs in that family.”

“I can take care of myself,” I replied with a confidence I didn't really feel. I signaled to the next man in line who hefted his sack of wheat and stepped forward.

I was reading at the dining room table when I heard a pounding on the door. Papa went to see who it was. A police officer stood on the threshold.

“Are you Goldman?” the officer demanded.

I went to my father's side.

Reb Goldman smoothed his hair. He glanced at me. “Yes,” he replied.

“I have instructions to bring you down to the station. Get your hat and coat and come with me,” he said brusquely.

“What for?” I asked. “What is it he's supposed to have done?”

The officer stood tall and wore a waxed moustache. He looked at me with contempt. “It's none of your business.”

“But of course it is my business. This is my father.”

I felt my father's hand on my chest. “Sshh,” he said. 'I'll deal with this. Now, Officer, am I charged with something?”

“Not yet. We are investigating a complaint.”

“What sort of complaint?”

“A number of farmers claim you have cheated them out of flour.”

“Those bastards,” I screeched. “They're the ones who cheated. They've been cheating for years.”

“Be quiet,” Papa said and turned to me. By his look, I could tell that my father blamed me for this. That this had been my doing.

Papa removed his hat from the stand in the hall. I glanced up the stairs and saw Mama descending rapidly.

“Chaim, what's going on?” she asked. Behind her Frederick followed.

“Nothing, it's nothing. I'm simply helping the police resolve a simple misunderstanding, that's all, my dear. Don't upset yourself.”

I saw my mother's complexion pale.

Frederick broke in. “Chaim, let me come with you. I'm sure we can sort this out together, don't you, Officer?” And I saw the even lips part and the white teeth gleam.

“Well, er…”

Frederick rubbed his large hands together. “There, you see? We'll clear this up in no time, don't you agree, Officer?”

I grudgingly admired Frederick's approach. How easy it seemed for him. That confident manner put the policeman off balance.

Frederick removed his linen jacket from the closet and slipped it on.

“We're ready now, Officer. Shall we go?”

“Don't go with him,” I pleaded to my father. I didn't know if I meant the policeman or Frederick.

“I must,” Papa replied. “We'll be home soon.” The officer stood away from the door allowing Frederick and Papa to step out first.

Mama looked on the verge of tears. Katya stood at the top of the stairs staring down at me. Beside her stood Simmy, lips trembling. Even he seemed to understand what had happened. I burned with shame.







Chapter 7

I helped Beulah to the toilet where she retched but nothing came up. I sat her on the wooden seat where she hunched over, barely able to hold her head above her shoulders.

“You belong in a hospital,” I said.

She shook her head pressing her lips together. “No way,” she gasped.

“What if something happens? I won't be able to help you.”

She looked around then up at me. “It's not a bad toilet to die in,” she said. “I've been in far worse. I've seen people die in filthier places.” She held her hands up. “Help me back…please.”

I carried her back to the cot, laying her down gently then went and made a cup of tea with lemon and a liberal dose of honey. She had three blankets and a duvet and still she shivered, teeth chattering like ice cubes jangling in a tall glass.

“Was your father arrested?” she asked me, barely able to get the words out. I made her take a little more tea before answering.

I shook my head. “No, he wasn't arrested that time. Frederick convinced the commandant to let Papa go. That the charge had no merit and the farmers were grumbling as they always had. My father and Frederick returned early the next morning close to dawn. The police had kept them all night. Papa was shaken…he came back a hollow man. You must remember that he was a businessman. He employed many people, most of them Poles. His factories brought prosperity to villages and towns and yet he could be treated like a common criminal any time the authorities pleased. I don't think he realized it until that time. He was pale, ashen-faced when he came through the door. My mother and sister threw themselves at him. Little Simmy was frightened and he too could see the change. After that, my father never looked at me the same way again.”

“What do you mean? How would he look at you?”

“If he'd been a Christian, I would have been his cross to bear, I suppose. Some evil had touched his life and that of the family and he blamed me for it. I was the catalyst, the spark that ignited the flame of hatred. Yet everything I did, I did out of love…for him…for all of them…” I sat back in my chair and hung my head. The memories were still powerful. It was a kind of exquisite torture and this young girl had opened it all up again.

 

On the Saturday before fall term began, Frederick prepared to take his leave slipping out early in the morning before the others got up. He had his reasons for avoiding company. As he carried his valise treading quietly on the stairs, I blocked his way.

“Blast you boy. You are a complete nuisance. If it wasn't for your father…”

“What would you do? Thrash me?”

I watched him take control of himself. “Out of my way, please, Mordecai. The car is waiting and I shall be late. I have a train to catch.”

“What did you do to her?” I hissed.

Frederick hesitated. “What do you mean? To who?” He moved to shoulder his way past but I blocked him again.

“To my sister. To Katya.”

“I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about,” he replied through gritted teeth.

“She was in her room crying all night. I heard her. I know she met you in the back garden last night. What did you do?”

“It's none of your business what happened. Now move.”

“Not until you tell me.” I grabbed a fistful of Frederick's sleeve.

“Let go of me, you idiot.” He glanced behind him, up the stairs. “You'll wake the others.”

“Then you'd better tell me or I'll make enough noise to raise the dead. Either that, or you'll have to fight me to get to the door.”

Frederick jerked his arm free. He made to push me out of the way and make a run for it but he sighed, then smiled grimly.

“It's not dignified running from a mere boy, is it?”

Frederick placed his strong hands on his hips and looked down. “Whatever you think of me, Mordecai, I am a gentleman and would never take advantage of a young lady, especially one who is as beautiful and kind as Katya. I would never stain her honor.”

I stared at him. “What happened then? Tell me or I won't let you go.”

Frederick almost laughed out loud. But he could see I wasn't fooling, even if it was a ridiculous threat.

“I kissed her once, that's all.”

“And?”

“I may have told her she was beautiful, which is true.”

“And?”

“That's the lot. I swear it.” Frederick hesitated. “I'm forcing myself to go away now even though I don't want to because I know the situation is impossible. I'm more than ten years older and your father's business partner.”

Frederick indicated the door.

“Now, if you don't mind, I have a train to catch and I'm asking you to step aside. I don't want to have to knock you down but I will.”

I hesitated. “Knocking me down wouldn't be easy,” I replied.

Frederick smiled ironically. “You may be right. Now, please.”

“What happened at the police station? You and my father came home very late. He won't speak of it.”

Frederick shrugged. “Mordecai, police stations are places of business just like anywhere else.”

“I don't know what you mean.”

“Look, everyone has something for sale, all right? At the bakery, it's bread and cakes. At the butcher's, it's meat and poultry. At a police station, it is freedom. And in this case the price was one thousand zlotys. Now do you understand? It was business, that's all. We came to an understanding and everyone left satisfied.”

“You paid them?”

“Yes.”

“And what about the charges, the accusations?”

“Ridiculous. They had no evidence, just the angry mutterings of some drunken peasants, that's all. They were no match for me, I can tell you.”

“But something happened. My father was very upset.”

Frederick reddened under his tan, then looked away. “You'll have to ask him about it.”

“But he won't say anything. He wouldn't tell me, anyway.”

“Perhaps,” Frederick replied.

“And now you're leaving.”

“Yes, it's for the best, don't you think? In every way. But I'm certain we'll meet again someday, Mordecai. Now, again, please.”

I nodded and took two steps backward. Frederick slid past me and strode to the door. Just as he reached for the knob, he turned.

“Remember, Mordecai. Balance, above all else.”

Then with a twist of the lips, he turned back and went quickly through the doorway out to the waiting car.

I glanced up and saw Simmy's pale face framed between the banisters.

“You heard?” I asked. Simmy nodded. “Did you believe him?”

“Yes, I did.”

“I don't suppose Katya will tell us anything.”

“Probably not.”

“I warned her. I told her she'd been acting like a fool.”

“We all act that way, sometimes, don't we?” Simmy asked.

I glanced up at him again, then shook my head. “Perhaps little brother. I'm just glad I didn't have to try to stop him.” I realized my fists were still clenched. “And as for Papa, I…” but I couldn't finish what I was about to say. Our world had begun to crack apart.

 

We saw Frederick one more time just before the war. He came to visit with his family, a sturdy blond wife and two cherubic children; a girl and a boy. He told us he intended to move to Switzerland where it was safe.

“I'm telling you, Chaim,” he said at dinner one evening. “War is coming and Poland will end up in the thick of it. Come with us to Switzerland. Bring everything and everyone with you. After the war is over, we can start again. It is the prudent thing to do.”

My father refused to listen.

Frederick insisted. “I have seen the build up of the Nazi war machine and it is impressive, let me tell you. Things are not good for the Jews in Germany. Many have 'disappeared'. Businesses have been ransacked. Families murdered in the streets. Hitler will send his dogs of war through Poland, I guarantee it. I shudder to think of the consequences. Of what will happen to this country.”

My father reassured him we would be fine. Although resentment against Frederic lingered within me, I felt he spoke the truth that night.

Frederick and his wife, Mathilde, had brought a governess with them to look after the children. She was buxom and pretty. I noticed she and Simmy, who had turned 18, grown his hair long and looked like a young revolutionary, making eyes at each other across the table.

After dinner, I walked the grounds restlessly, thinking about Frederick's words and my father's curt rejection of them. I heard muffled sounds. Peering around the corner of the house, I saw Simmy and the governess together, her white legs locked about his slim hips. Make love while you can, I thought.

The next morning, Frederick and his family left. We never saw them again.







Chapter 8

September, 1939

I chafed against the thin blanket when something cold and wet touched my face jolting me awake. I surged up. “Tabernac.” I clawed at my cheek then spat into the dust swatting wildly at the nag nuzzling me. The horse reminded me of my officer trainer after graduating from high school years ago. We didn't get along very well, me and the horses, even though we were compelled to learn how to ride. I'd been more interested in motors and artillery. A stubborn tank hadn't been a problem but a stubborn horse, that was a different matter. I'd kept my commission after the two compulsory years I served. When war broke out, I answered the call to arms. I graduated as a raw lieutenant, inexperienced and judgmental.

I hadn't slept in fifty-six hours. Fatigue seeped into my pores, melted my bones. I had taken command of an armoured unit that consisted of three motorized vehicles with small anti-tank guns, a lorry and two-dozen horses. I didn't like having the horses. The men were too concerned about them, worried for their safety rather than that of the troops or themselves. The horses, like the men, had to be fed and food was a problem. We had no supply lines. The men had to forage what they could and take or beg from the farms and peasants we met along the way. I had started with a command consisting of one hundred and forty-four men. The numbers dwindled down to less than half. Most had been killed, some got lost and still others had deserted. Peasants mostly, seeing the uselessness of it all. They disappeared during the night, melted away to their homes and farms. It was harvest time and the crops still had to be brought in. Or how would they survive the winter? Who would help their mothers and sisters and elderly fathers if not they? Viewed in that light, they had little choice.

I sat up and rubbed at my eyes. My hands were filthy, the nails ripped. I couldn't remember when I'd last had a bath or a decent meal. I felt around for the packet of French cigarettes I'd taken from the dead Nazi officer. The one I'd bayoneted. I cupped the flame of the match carefully in my hands until the cigarette sparked and did the same to shield the light. No point setting myself and the others as a target.

“Pan Captain.”

I glanced up. “Yes, Sergeant?”

“What are your orders, sir?” The Sergeant had been a veteran from the First World War, a career soldier nearing the end of his active days. He knew the routines, knew how to marshal the men, most of whom came raw and straight off the farm.

“Have a seat, Sergeant.” I indicated the log behind me.

“Thank you, sir.” The Sergeant eased his bulk down carefully. He'd been grazed by a bullet and his right thigh remained tender. He stretched the leg out, then folded his thick-fingered hands together.

“We'll rest here until nightfall. Rotate the watch every two hours. Make sure the men get as much sleep as possible, they'll need it. In the evening, we'll form up and head southwest. Vitaly's troops should be holding in the valley. If not, we keep going until we encounter the enemy or can meet up with our own. That's it. Not much of a plan, is it, Sergeant?”

The Sergeant grinned. His broad moustaches seemed to stretch his face. “No sir. But I suppose it's as good as any.”

“We're here to kill Nazis.”

“Yes sir.” Then he hesitated. “We won't win, will we?”

I turned to look at this man who could have been my father, at least twenty years older than me. “No, we will not win. We weren't meant to win. We kill as many as we can, then we go home.”

The Sergeant grunted. Likely, he'd never really known any Jews before. He had only seen them in the towns and villages where he'd been stationed or simply marched through. But I was his commanding officer and I had to show him and the men that I meant business and that they couldn't question my leadership in any way.

Earlier, I'd set up an ambush. A German motorcade. Eight motorcycles and two staff cars. I'd stepped into the road, threw the first grenade and with my machine pistol, cut down the first three motorcyclists as they roared down on me. What's more, I'd enjoyed it and I wanted them all to see it. All of the Germans had been killed, including a high-ranking officer, a general. We kept the motorcycles and removed the staff cars from the road. It would be dangerous to travel the main roads, they'd be full of Germans.

I'd stood over the bodies, holding the machine pistol rigidly, smoke leaking out of the heated barrel. “They don't look so invincible now, do they?”

“No sir,” the Sergeant had replied, sweat pouring down his face. “They don't.”

I'd looked at the older man then, this veteran of previous battles and a lifetime of military service and the Sergeant shrank back from me. “Strip them of anything useful, then dispose of the bodies.”

“It shall be done,” and the Sergeant saluted crisply, then turned to beckon to his men. We heard field artillery in the distance. Large shells pounding our comrades-in-arms some twenty or thirty kilometres to the east. The Sergeant organized the men in teams. They picked up the bodies and carried them into the woods where they were dumped in a heap.

“Somehow doesn't seem right,” said one soldier, a slim blond fellow.

“What do you think they would do for you? Hold a mass and give you a proper burial? No,” said his companion, a thick-chested peasant. “I hear they put all the bodies in a pit, pour petrol on them and set them off. You can smell the stench for miles.”

“It still doesn't seem right,” repeated the blond one.

“And what are you, a priest?” asked the peasant contemptuously. He dropped his half of the body as he spoke, leaving his partner to hold it by the knees only, now grotesquely bent.

“No. I just want to do the decent thing, that's all.”

The peasant hissed at him. “This is war, you fool. Decent doesn't enter into it.”

The Sergeant strode up. “Quiet, imbeciles. Get those bodies off the road before we have Germans swarming all over us.”

The conversationalists looked at each other, then quickly moved off, back to their grisly task. The Sergeant could hear them arguing still. He shook his head.

I stood on my feet now, shaking off the few hours' sleep I'd taken. “Have the men eaten?”

The Sergeant shrugged, then smiled. “Yes sir. There's a little bit of tea there for you and a biscuit. It was the best we could do.”

“Thank you, Sergeant, Popov, isn't it?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good to have you with me, Sergeant Popov.”

I took my leave of the Sergeant and strode down to the stream near the camp. I waded into the cool water up to my ankles, then bent over and doused my face and hair. It refreshed me. I longed to strip down and bathe but I knew there was no time and it was too dangerous. I shouldn't be in the open as it was. I thought about my family and what they must be feeling, what they have heard. With the Soviet peace pact in place, new borders had been created and the hospital where Katya and her husband Alexis worked now sat on the Russian side. My home lay just five kilometers to the east. I could walk it in sixty minutes or less. I put on my tunic and turned to go up the short hill. I beckoned to the Sergeant.

“Did you secure all the weapons and ammunition?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. They'll be useful, I'm sure.”

I unfolded the map and lay it flat on the ground. We were situated in the Janow Woods just west of Lwow in the Eastern Malopolska region. The Carpathian Mountains rose perhaps one hundred kilometres to the south. We had been ordered to push west, cross the San to Jaroslaw and then forge on to the Vistula and follow it southwest to Cracow. God knows what we'd find along the way. This stupid war marked its fifth day. I felt as if each day had taken a full year's toll on the forces and the countryside. I could only hope that we would meet up again with Kutzreba's main force. One prong of the German attack had come up through Silesia skirting to the west of the Tatra Mountains. Perhaps they had captured Cracow by now? And hopefully, Vitaly was not too far away, either. Vitaly's men had been split in two as the Nazis deployed an armoured division that drove a wedge up the middle. Many men had scattered then. Some had found themselves on their own and tried to find their way back. Likely, they had been killed or captured. And if captured, who knew what would happen to them? These German supermen were not merciful. To be captured meant a death sentence. This would be my fate undoubtedly as a Polish army officer and a Jew.

“Sergeant.”

“Yes sir.”

“Watch out for planes. Keep the horses back in the woods. We don't want to give ourselves away. They'll blast us to pieces otherwise.”

“Sir.” And snapped off a salute, then marched off briskly to get the men organized.

I held the men back during the day and we moved out at night. I didn't want to be caught out in the open with horses after we left the cover of the woods. I kept the men busy during the day. They took turns on guard, foraging for food and resting. The peasants we encountered were of little help.

Two days after leaving the Janow, we entered a small village. The men were weary, the horses drooped, they were hungry. A small cluster of hardscrabble homes, the ground seemingly barren and dusty and of course, a primitive church. I nodded to the Sergeant who knocked on the first door. After a moment, the door opened and an elderly woman in a nightdress stood with an oil lamp on the threshold.

“Sir.”

I roused myself, adjusted my tunic and strode over. “Yes?”

The woman bowed her head. Her hair was grey and wound in tight knots behind her ears. I saw the crucifix hanging between her pendulous breasts. She curtseyed briefly, acknowledging my authority. I gazed at her dispassionately before turning my attention to Sergeant Popov.

“She says they have nothing. The Germans came through and took everything.”

“When?”

“Yesterday morning?”

“How many did she say?”

“Several hundred with tanks and artillery.”

“I see. Very well then.” I turned away.

The Sergeant took my arm and began to whisper ferociously in my ear. “Pan Captain. I know these people. They've buried the food, I'm convinced of it. Let me get it out of them. We can shoot them if they object.”

I laughed. “Shoot them, Sergeant? These are the people we are supposed to protect.”

“The men are hungry, sir.”

“I am well aware of that, Sergeant.”

Sergeant Popov stiffened. “Yes sir. Sorry sir.”

“Go talk to the priest,” I said wearily. “See what he has to say. They should be able to spare some water at least.”

“Very well, but…”

“It's all right. I know what you think.” As the Sergeant marched to the Church and banged on the door, I wondered if the old veteran knew what I was thinking. That these people probably were hoarding food but they were trying to survive in their own way. When the country fell, life would become even harder. The priest opened the door. He was dressed, ready for business. The Sergeant spoke to him in low, gruff tones but the priest was not intimidated and rejoined irritably. After a moment, the priest waved the Sergeant off, then banged the door shut.

“Are we to shoot him too?” I asked.

“I'd like to snap his scrawny neck.”

“Then you'd rot in hell.”

The Sergeant grinned. “Yes sir.”

“Well?”

“Same as the old woman. No food to be had. Germans through yesterday morning. I told him if we found anyone hiding food, they'd be shot. He banged the door in my face.”

“What do you expect him to do? He must eat. The Lord's work is taxing.”

“Yes sir, that it is.”

“Tell the men we'll rest in that field over there for a few hours, then we'll move on. Send a detail around to knock on a few more doors.”

“Yes, Captain.”

A group of six men, split into pairs, slung their ancient rifles over their backs and rapped on unwelcoming doors. I watched them for a moment until my attention became distracted by a young girl of six or seven who skipped her way along between the twisted houses with the sublime unconsciousness of a spirit lost in a fairy tale. I rubbed my grizzled face and smelt my own stink rising through my uniform. We must look like medieval marauders, who would blame anyone for being frightened? As she skipped by the church, the door opened and a younger man dressed in a cassock stepped out. He was bareheaded and tanned. He had a muscular walk and carried a book, a bible probably, in his left hand. A handsome man, for a priest. Sergeant Popov drew abreast. He too looked at the priest, who looked over at us and nodded, then began to walk through the village, away from the direction in which our ragtag band had come.

“Have you ever seen a priest look like that?” I asked. The Sergeant shrugged. I leaned over and whispered to him. The Sergeant went off and motioned to half a dozen soldiers lounging in the field, enjoying the warm weather, feeling the heat of the sun. They stood up and dusted themselves off, pulling their mismatched uniforms into place as the Sergeant spoke quietly. The men nodded, then moved off lazily in the direction of the church.

“Just a minute, Father,” I called. The priest stiffened, then turned with a smile. His eyes were pale, almost white.

“Yes? How can I help you?” He spoke in a precise, clipped way.

I approached casually, thumbs hooked into my belt in front of my abdomen. The priest waited patiently, the beatific smile, the shining eyes turned on me expectantly. “I was just wondering…?”

“Yes? Wondering what?” His hands lay at his sides.

“May I see your book?”

“But of course.” And he lifted his hand to offer it. I glanced at the priest's palms before taking the offering. The cover was shiny with wear as the sweat of many hands had touched it over the years.

“Thank you.” I leafed through it idly. The sun beat down on us.

“Was there a particular passage you were seeking?” asked the young priest.

“No.”

“May I go? I am late. I must see to an elderly parishioner who is unwell.”

“This is a small village,” I said. “I would have thought it too small for more than one priest.”

“Yes, I see,” replied the young priest. “It was not so long ago that I took my vows. I am here to assist Father Walenska until he retires, which will be very soon.”

“And where did you study?”

“St. Ignatius in Warsaw, then the Swetlinski Institute where I took my degree in theology and finally, the Bogda Seminary near Cracow. What is the point of these questions? I am late for my rounds.” His tone was strained, increasingly clipped.

“Where did you learn to speak Polish?” I hadn't moved. I'd remained perfectly still and fixed the young priest with an unwavering gaze matching his crumbling beatitude.

“What do you mean?” the priest asked, colour rising to his cheeks. “I was born here.”

I pursed my lips, then slowly shook my head. “I don't think so,” I replied in German.

“Are you asking me if I speak German? Then the answer is yes. And I speak Latin, French and Italian also. I studied languages at the Institute.”

I didn't answer but leaned in uncomfortably close. I placed a hand on the priest's shoulder. “Take a good look. What do you see?”

The priest grimaced and went to take a step back but I tightened my grip.

“I don't know what you mean. I'm beginning to think you are a little mad. War does that to men, you know.”

“I agree with you. But if you mean anger that's one thing. If you're talking about loss of sanity, that's another. But I don't look familiar to you? The swarthy skin, the dark eyes and hair, long nose?” The priest shook his head. Sweat ran from under his scalp streaking reddened cheeks.
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