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7 February 2000 
Paterson, New Jersey, USA




Stella Lombardo was fifty-nine years old when it happened. She would never work again, never fully recover, and would always be asking herself and God why such a dreadful thing had happened and if there was anything she could have done to prevent it.


A small crowd of reporters had gathered around her front door later that day and she told them she had never seen anything like it in her life before, then she felt stupid because of course she hadn’t - who had? They asked Stella how well she knew the woman concerned and she held her face in her hands and said, “Know her? She’s like a sister to me, like a sister!”


Stella and Anna had worked together at the Paterson Manor Rest Home in New Jersey for well over forty years - as long as they had been neighbours, in fact. Stella would tell the reporters that Anna and her husband, Leo, had actually been at her house the evening before, the sixth of February, helping celebrate her wedding anniversary.


Stella’s husband Joe was also very fond of Anna and as his wife was being interviewed at the front door he appeared in the background, fresh out of the shower, clean shaven, wearing his work pants and a spotless white singlet. One of the reporters called out and asked Mr Lombardo what he thought about it all, and he said, “Listen to me, I tell you. I tell you this: she was a good neighbour, a good worker and a good woman.”
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“It’s not silver, gold or diamond, it is what is known as our plastic anniversary,” Joe said during his little speech at the party the night before. He produced a cheap ring with a red plastic jewel stuck to it - purchased from the kids’ dress-up section in the local Five and Dime discount store - and slipped it onto one of Stella’s fingers. Everyone thought it was hilarious, but Stella knew that the toy ring was all she was going to get from Joe. He had always been careful with his money, especially where she was concerned. Joe ended his little speech by turning towards Stella and saying that above everything else, more than being a wonderful mother and a caring wife, she was his best friend. Everyone sighed and nodded in agreement and a few women even squeezed their husband’s hand affectionately - everyone except Stella. If you did not know her well enough you would forgive her by thinking that perhaps she had not heard everything that Joe said; but she had, and the truth was, she did not think of her husband as her best friend.


Anna was Stella’s best friend; always had been, right from the start. Her husband, Joe? He was father and provider, nothing more. It was Stella’s opinion that only women knew what real friendship was. You cannot be a parent and a friend to your kids, any more than you can be a husband and a friend to your wife.


There were things that Stella shared with Anna over the years that she could never have told Joe. Not just intimacies, but gossipy stuff about their respective families; things that would have caused great upset if Joe had known that his wife actually felt the way she did.


Stella often said that Joe always told her where she was going wrong. “He can’t help giving me his opinion before telling me how to fix things. I don’t want his opinions or his solutions; if I did, I would ask for them, wouldn’t I?”


As much as Anna was always there to listen to her friend, so too was Stella. Whenever Anna needed an ear, Stella was there. And the need was frequent because Anna’s husband Leo was as bad as Joe!


Stella had not had the easiest life, but compared to Anna? Stories of Anna’s war years always left Stella aghast and ever grateful that she had never had to endure such terrible times. It appeared that Anna had seen and done things that most people would find hard to believe, and Stella knew that she had not heard the worst of it - Anna always held something back.


The two women frequently joked to each other that they had made the local priest redundant because neither of them needed him or the confessional - they had one another, and that was what being best friends was really all about.
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Anna and Leo had remained childless and Anna took great delight in borrowing Stella’s kids when they were young. If she was not taking them to the movies during the school holidays, they could usually be found at the beach. Anna loved having the kids to spoil because she claimed that she had no one else to spend her money on - Leo did not count.


Anna was in fact Stella’s kids’ second mum, and there was nothing she enjoyed more than embarrassing them. She loved to dance to the background music at the mall or dress up and take them trick or treating on Halloween. Even though they only lived next door, the kids sometimes had a sleepover at Aunty Anna’s place, renting Disney videos, eating popcorn, reading scary books by torchlight. Sometimes Anna would help with their homework, and when Joe Junior was four and a half he developed an interest in numbers, it was Anna who encouraged him the most. He very quickly learned how to identify a four and a three, also seven, nine and eight and Anna used to giggle and complain that he tickled as his tiny fingers traced around the tattoo on her left forearm.


When Stella’s kids grew into troubled teenagers, it was Aunty Anna they turned to for guidance, and it was the same Aunty Anna who marched them back home and made them apologise to their mum for the way they had treated her. Anna seemed to have so much wisdom and common sense that what happened at the nursing home the day after Stella and Joe’s anniversary party seemed even more puzzling.
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There was no doubting that for her age, Anna was still a remarkably attractive woman; five feet six with mid-length silver hair that was once shiny and black, and a figure that still carried the hallmarks of having been quite something back in the day. She had filled out a little here and there as women do when they age, but her hourglass shape and voluptuous curves were still evident, and she remained perfectly proportioned - just a little rounder. Her skin was flawless despite the time she spent in her garden under the hot New Jersey summer sun, and the lines on her face only showed when she smiled. It was no surprise that she could still turn heads when she wore a swimming costume, but Anna hated the remarks and stares she attracted from men at the beach or swimming pool. Someone once said she would give her left arm to have a man look at her the way men looked at Anna. “You are blessed!”


Anna smiled wistfully. “Me? Blessed? If you just knew ...”


It appeared that one of the few concessions Anna made to growing old was the wearing of contact lenses. Strangely, one was brown and the other clear. Of course, Anna’s vision was much improved by the lenses, but the real reason she chose to wear them was to hide - the last thing she wanted to see when she looked in the mirror every morning was her true self. However, there were times when her mask slipped, and for no apparent reason her eyes would lose their sparkle and the corners of her mouth would drop like an upturned ‘U’. That usually happened when something triggered a distant memory from a time when life had been very different.


Anna Brenewski had secrets.
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The tiny house that Anna and Leo shared was austere but always spotless, and if Anna had not been the one who mowed the grass or cleaned the windows it was doubtful that they would ever be done.


The place was frugally furnished because Leo did not think furniture was all that important. The pieces they had when they first moved in did the job until they fell into disrepair, and then Leo tried his best to fix them up rather than shell out good money on replacements.


There was only one vase, always in the centre of the kitchen table, usually bursting with roses from Anna’s garden. Window ledges and shelves were spotlessly clean and free from the usual household clutter - there were no dolls, teapots or painted plates - nothing superfluous to gather dust.


Things that were not in use on a daily basis were stored away out of sight. For instance, there were only two knives, two forks and two spoons in the kitchen drawer. Two coffee mugs stood alongside two dinner plates and a pair of dessert bowls in the cupboard. When additional cutlery or crockery was needed, it was taken from the stackable plastic storage bins beneath the sink.


As well as being devoid of unnecessary furniture, there were no rugs on the floor and no pictures, photographs or paintings on the walls. The only exception was in the kitchen (the parlour, as Anna called it), where there was one framed photograph above the small laminate sideboard; Stella and her kids standing alongside Anna at Coney Island, their eyes scrunched up in the sun’s glare. Both kids had ice-cream dripping down their faces and Stella and Anna wore colourful hats and the smiles of happy tourists. On the back of the picture was an inscription, in Anna’s handwriting - my family and me, summer 1992.


Stella’s kids were forever curious about Anna’s past life, and the question was once asked as to why there were no other pictures in her house. The kids wanted to see what Anna looked like as a child, when she was their age. Anna told them she had never been their age because of the war - her life only began the day she arrived in America as a refugee, after the hostilities finished.


“Is that why you don’t have any photographs or stuff in your house, Aunty Anna, because of the war?” Joe Junior had always been the kind of child who was never backwards in coming forwards.


Anna took a deep breath and dismissed her initial thoughts about dodging the question, so she sat the wide-eyed boy in front of her and took both his hands in her own. She explained that she had lived in Europe during the war years, and when it ended the place was completely trashed. Whole cities and towns had been reduced to rubble. In some places there was simply nothing whatsoever left standing — not one single building. “Most people had no job to go back to after the war, and many of them never even had homes.”


“What, no house at all?”


“That’s right, not even an outhouse or a doghouse.”


The boy screwed his face up and tried to grasp the enormity of it all. He opened his mouth to ask another question, but this time words failed him. Anna continued. “It’s hard to imagine, Joey, but after the war the only thing some people had was the clothes they were wearing. Everything was destroyed.”


As she spoke a small tear gathered in the corner of Anna’s right eye and then trickled down her cheek. The little boy reached up to wipe it away, and she gripped his tiny hands and whispered, “Some of us lost everything in that war, Joey.”
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While Stella and Anna rarely disagreed, there was one subject that they constantly debated: which country produced the laziest men, Italy or Poland? They agreed that it was a close-run thing because they both had useless, good-for-nothing husbands!


Joe worked in something to do with construction, Leo found his vocation behind the wheel of a cab and they both chose to work off the books whenever they could. Leo kept his cash in an old tea tin in the kitchen and Joe had his stashed in his sock drawer (the very last place a burglar would look, I promise you, I know this thing!). Another common bond between the two men was their love of traditional, home-brewed alcohol. Joe’s grappa was much sought after and appreciated, while Leo made vodka from potatoes that Anna grew in her backyard vegetable patch. It was a family recipe, known to be over one hundred years old, and it still tasted like Drain-o, according to Anna.


Leo had another reminder of his homeland - a backyard smokehouse. As a child in Poland before the war his father would sometimes go to the markets and buy a small pig, which Leo watched him slaughter and smoke. Over many years, Leo perfected his own smoking technique, switching his expertise to fish. Now on special occasions he would get up early and head to the Fulton Fish Markets in the Bronx, buy the best salmon, and cook it to perfection in the backyard. Leo’s food became famous throughout the neighbourhood and there were times when people willingly drank his disgusting vodka just to get access to the magnificent fish.


While Leo stubbornly retained a few traditional ties to his homeland, he appeared to be strangely uncomfortable with his heritage, and even considered changing his last name at one stage. He was most offended when Joe referred to him as Polish-American. “I am American, for God’s sake. No different from the Lone Ranger or John Wayne!”


“Being called Polish is not an insult, my friend. Hey, you should hear what they call the English where I work — Limey bastards! Mind you,” he paused for effect, “most of them are bastards ...” then laughed aloud. “Get over yourself, man. What the fuck’s up with you? Anyone would think you are ashamed to be Polish!”
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Stella and Joe had arrived in America as children before the war. Their penniless parents worked wherever they could, including neighbours’ backyards where they grew vegetables that they sold on the roadside. They met through the usual channels in those days - introduced through friends of Italian friends whose family knew their Italian friends and their friends’ Italian families.


Now, so many years later, Stella and Joe were holding their wedding anniversary party in the tiny backyard of their own home in Paterson, New Jersey. Joe had gone all out with the preparations and even gave the concrete a fresh coat of green paint the day before. Just as he finished, from out of nowhere a stray cat jumped the back fence and ran across the wet paint. Despite Joe’s protestations, at Stella’s insistence, the paw prints remained to mark the occasion.


The day of the party was unusually mild, so everyone gathered on the back porch, which saved on the utilities because they never had to use the air-conditioner, pleasing Joe no end. Stella had been cooking for a week, but was still concerned that there may not be enough food to go around. Thankfully, as tradition dictated, everyone arrived with a plate.


Stella and Joe’s two kids were there, of course, with their partners, and Anna arrived with something stuffed with cabbage, which most people only picked at, because Italians do not eat Polish food. Leo also brought something wrapped in foil, and two bottles of his disgusting potato vodka, which Joe opened because Italians do drink free alcohol.


Joe spoke after the first glass. “No wonder you Poles look so sour - you eat those insipid cabbage rolls of yours, and you drink camel piss!” Everyone laughed, glasses were clinked together and wide smiles quickly turned to grimaces when Leo’s disgusting vodka found its way down unsuspecting Italian throats.


Leo pretended to be offended by the comments that followed and made a great drama out of leaving. “I am going and I will take my food with me, at least I will be appreciated in my own house!” And he waved his foil package under Joe’s nose.


“What do you have there? Not more cabbage I hope?”


“No no, nothing to interest you. It is just a couple of trout I got from the Bronx yesterday. I smoked them through the night!” He placed his thumb and forefinger together and kissed them into the air.


Joe’s tone immediately changed. “Leo! Leo my friend, I beg you, don’t take your trout away. Please! You can go and so take your vodka with you, you miserable Polish fuck, but leave your wonderful fish! Leo, please, I beg of you!” He put a large hairy arm around Leo’s shoulder and guided him and his parcel of smoked fish into the kitchen, both men grinning broadly and everyone else laughing.


The party was a great success, and at seven o’clock Joe insisted on having a bridal dance. “With my missus, like our wedding.” The smiling couple shuffled around the veranda as Dean Martin sang, ‘That’s Amore.’ Guests sang along and swayed to the music as Joe and his bride smooched even closer. Stella was touched by the moment, albeit briefly, because it did take her back to her wedding day, to the accordions, the laughter and the sunshine in her parents’ garden. As well as the dancing, she remembered having to kiss her brand-new husband every time someone tapped a knife on a plate - it was either that or drain her glass, which somehow always seemed to be full! What a wedding it had been, all those years ago.


Magic moments like the ones Joe and Stella had shared on their wedding day had since evaporated, replaced by the familiarity and boredom of a long, unexciting but faithful marriage. The fact that Joe wanted to dance at their anniversary party was a welcome surprise and Stella felt once more the spring in his step as he unexpectedly placed his hand on her ass as they smooched. “Hey, Giuseppe Lombardo, if you think you’re gonna get sex tonight, you’d better think-a twice!” she yelled, much to everyone’s delight, including her own. Even the kids laughed. Mamma and Papa were so cute when they were drunk.


A few drinks later, after the music was turned down and the chitchat resumed, Anna was reluctantly talked into reciting her party piece, her famous ‘Owstralia’ story.


“You have three choices. America, Australia or Canada. What is it to be?” The British Officer addressing her in 1945 was in a hurry - there was a long queue and it seemed that most of those who survived the war wanted to get out of Poland before the brutal Russians took full control.


There was a rumour going around that married couples were being given preference for migration, so Leo and Anna joined in the queue after Leo introduced himself. No record of their 'marriage' was available, of course, but that was not uncommon in war-ravaged Poland. It was easy enough to convince the officer in charge that they were husband and wife, as he was more interested in shortening the queue than he was in substantiating everything he was told.


Leo had seemed pleasant enough to Anna’s way of thinking. As far as he was concerned, bumping into her was convenient, and, of course, she was rather easy on the eye. He also knew about her involvement with the Germans and that did not sit well with him. However, he felt they had a better chance together, starting a new life in a place where Communism was just a word in the dictionary.


“Alphabet,” Anna had said to the British officer. “We go with alphabet.”


“Good. OK. Done. "The two of you will be on your way to Australia within three weeks Mr and Mrs Brenewski. Now go and join the queue over there and give the officer this document when he calls your names.” He rubber-stamped a single-sided sheet of paper, signed it at the bottom and held it out at arm’s length. Anna and Leo never moved.


“There. The table over there!” The irritable officer nodded towards the table, but Anna and Leo were seemingly rooted to the spot. “What now? Is there something wrong? You do understand English, don’t you?”


Anna was angry. “Owstralia? No Owstralia. I said alphabet. America is first alphabet!”


“Madame, allow me to explain how the King’s English works. The United States of America comes after Australia. The letter ‘U’ has always followed the letter ‘A’ in our language, though it may be different in Polish for all I know and for all I care. So please go and join the queue over there!”


He flicked the document between his thumb and forefinger and Anna snatched it from his hand, mumbling as she walked away, “Owstralia, what the fuck is Owstralia?” It was apparent that she did, in fact, have a reasonable grasp of some parts of the King’s English after all.


The only time Anna ever swore was when she told the Owstralia story, and she always blushed, but it was not the same without the f-word, so at Stella’s request she kept it in. But for some reason she was not herself when she told everyone her story that night, and despite the laughter and the spontaneous burst of applause that followed, Stella could tell there was something else on her best friend’s mind. Anna had been distant at work all week, and Stella was convinced she had been avoiding her. Why?


The story about Owstralia was not finished yet, and someone yelled above the din. “Hang on, hang on. You said you were sent to Australia, how come you ended up here in the States?”


Anna continued. “We thought we were stuck with Owstralia but when we arrived at the docks there were two ships and thousands of people trying to get on them. We figured out which ship was going where, slipped up the gangplank and waited for the right moment to squeeze past the authorities and mingle with the crowds on deck. Before we knew it, we were on our way to America! Each cabin had six bunks and it did not take long before people were doubling up for a cuddle at night, so we took advantage of the space. A few weeks later we found ourselves standing in a queue at Ellis Island.”


“But surely they checked your documents when you arrived?”


“Of course they did. But it was the end of the war and there were so many refugees to process. Thousands and thousands of us! We had all been crammed into a boat for a couple of weeks with barely enough facilities, then we were shoulder to shoulder in the processing hall at Ellis Island, all those people - it got mighty hot and terribly stinky in there, I can tell you. They discovered that Leo and I had the wrong paperwork but they also saw we had come from a concentration camp.


“We played dumb and pretended we couldn’t speak much English. Initially they were going to send us back to Poland, but I burst into tears and Leo started ranting and raving about the Germans and how they would never have surrendered without the Americans’ involvement. God Bless America! Then, with a real tear in his eye, Leo started talking about democracy. Of course, neither of us knew much about the United States in those days, but Leo had heard of President Lincoln, the New York Yankees, Mickey Mouse and hotdogs, so he gave them all a mention in a rousing speech. I was crying, Leo was crying, there was all kinds of a hullabaloo and the place was in turmoil. Everyone joined in. Let them in for God’s sake, haven’t they been through enough already? There was uproar so the customs people gave in. It would have been chaos otherwise. Someone shook our hands and said, ‘Welcome to the United States of America’ then stamped our documents. It was that simple!”
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At eleven o’clock that night after everyone had gone, Stella found Anna alone in the kitchen washing up, a thoughtful, far-away look on her face. Stella finally thought she had an opportunity to ask Anna why she had been acting so strangely recently, but just as they started to talk Joe stumbled in, and it was clear that he was still feeling sentimental. He crept up behind his wife and put his hands around her waist then gave her a big sloppy kiss on the neck.


They were still smooching when they finally said goodnight to Anna half an hour later. Joe had to virtually shove her out of the door and despite Stella’s concern for her friend, Joe would have none of it. The women could talk tomorrow. Right now, there was some men’s business that needed taking care of.


No sooner had the door closed than Joe started to manoeuvre his wife towards the bedroom. Stella had no choice but to give in, so she agreed to leave the rest of the clean up until morning and go to bed with her adoring, drunk husband. By the time she got undressed and slipped between the sheets Joe was almost asleep. He farted, and said, “Was that you?” Before she could reply he was gone - snoring like a locomotive with a smug, self-satisfied grin plastered over his face. It had been a great night and a memorable party, but it was going to pale into insignificance when the events of the next day emerged.
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Anna had been forced to retire from Paterson Manor when she reached the grand old age of seventy. However, she was invited to return a short while later, when management decided, in their wisdom, to set up a library trolley service. They needed reliable volunteers to run it, and there was only one person to approach. It saved Anna’s life, or so she claimed, because she could not cope being around Leo so much. He was still driving his cab but only did local runs a couple of days a week, so he was home and under her feet more often than not. Anna claimed to be near suicidal after the second week, so the phone call about the new library trolley was indeed a godsend.


Anna felt as if she had been away on vacation. The smell of disinfectant in the hallways, the lack of air-conditioning in summer and the clawing damp of the old grey stone building in winter; Anna loved it all. There was no doubt about it: even though Anna had only been gone a few weeks, Liberty Wing had not been the same without her. ‘Part of the furniture’ was how she was described when the shift manager spoke at her farewell, and ‘you should always keep quality furniture’ was what she said a few weeks later when Anna returned.
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“Oh no! Not again! Who left the goddam locker room open?” This statement was quickly followed by, “Oh Jesus Christ all mighty, that old bitch has gone too far this time!” Stella made a beeline for the room and stood mesmerised at the door. One of the other auxiliaries, Sharron Ward, was holding a bright red purse between her thumb and forefinger at arm’s length. Her face was scrunched up in disgust as a small stream of brackish liquid trickled from the bottom corner.


The doors on several of the lockers were open (unusual, as they should all have been locked), and dear old Joan Nevin, the resident from room three, was sitting at the table in her nightgown, looking decidedly shifty.


At the subsequent enquiry, no one admitted responsibility for failing to lock the staffroom. This was typical of the staff at Paterson Manor - refusing to be accountable when things went wrong. “I be paid to clean, not to t’ink,” a Jamaican cleaner said when questioned about the incident. “Anyway, what she doin’ wid a bag like dat at a place like dis? Ain’t no fashion show here.”


The cleaner was right, of course, but Sharron Ward wanted the whole world to know that she had a relationship with money - through her ex-husband. She claimed not to have to work, but a woman has to do something useful with her time, now doesn’t she? Her wage provided a little fun money, and her frequent trips to Vegas and the old lop-sided Cadillac she parked in the car park every day were indeed confirmation that she may once have had money to burn. Problem was, she appeared to be running a little short on fire-starters right now but did not care to admit it.


Sharron often made mention of her property in fashionable Tribeca - part of her divorce settlement, she said - and she was only renting residential space above someone’s garage in Jersey on a temporary basis. Her loft was being renovated and she would soon be moving back in. At least, that’s what she said two years ago, and as far as everyone at work was concerned, it must have been one hell of a renovation! Sharron arrogantly walked around the hallways and public areas as if she owned them, her nose in the air, jet-black hair (it had to be a wig) and a heavily powdered face with beady eyes and a puckered mouth that looked like a dog’s rectum covered in red lipstick.
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The Paterson Manor Rest Home had new owners in 1995. They promised to redecorate and get rid of the dreadful flaking pale green paint that had been on the walls since the place was built in the 1942. Most of the floors were covered in cracked grey linoleum that had been continuously repaired over the years, and it was hard to find a bathroom without damp or mould in at least one corner of the ceiling. The new owners introduced a Charter and what they called a Mission Statement, both neatly framed and hanging in the foyer at reception where they were ignored by everyone.


Most of the staff went about their work with a reasonable amount of care and consideration, some more diligently than others. However, Sharron Ward had a spiteful streak, and there were times when she went a little too far with the old folks in Liberty Wing; but she always seemed to escape scrutiny. She managed to hang on to her job because, as she rightly often said, “Who else would do such work for under fifteen bucks an hour?”


An incident happened a while ago, when Sharron was changing Joan Nevin’s diaper. Just as the soiled garment was removed, Mrs Nevin realised she had not completely emptied her bladder, and she had no control whatsoever over that particular bodily function. The unfortunate mishap resulted in Sharron having to change her own uniform, Joan’s nightdress and the bed. Dealing with such matters outside the documented weekly routine did not sit well with Sharron Ward, and neither did the smell of urine.


The language that came from room three at the time was certainly not mentioned in the company Charter, and the old lady was in tears by the time Anna checked to see what the fuss was all about. Anna later discovered several nasty bruises on Joan Nevin’s upper right arm, which, according to Sharron Ward, were the result of a misunderstanding when the stupid old biddy almost fell in the shower.


It was a few days later when Mrs Nevin seemed to have mistaken the staff locker room for the toilet, though why she might have chosen Sharron Ward’s brand new, bright red leather Coach purse to urinate in was a mystery to some folks at Paterson Manor ... but not everyone.
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“I heard, I heard what she did!” A cackle came from the hallway as a gangling stork of a man loped into the room as Anna tucked Joanie into bed. “Wonderful news! I saw it on CNN just now! Been naughty again have we, old girl? They said it was a damned good shot too, bullseye first go!” And he made the sound of a bomb falling from a great height.


During his first month at Paterson Manor, Les Howell had been found in bed with three different, very confused old ladies on three separate occasions. The next week he was found in a compromising position with yet another female resident, who seemed far less concerned than the other women. She vehemently refused to let him leave until she had been given a darned good seeing to — her words not his, as disclosed in the incident report that was waiting to be reviewed by a visiting clinical psychologist. Mr Howell claimed it was all a misunderstanding and he was having problems with his orientation. Anyway, he was far from capable of giving any woman a ‘good seeing to’, though he did admit to being willing to try.


Most of the residents at the nursing home were from middle-class backgrounds, their fees coming from limited personal resources and supplemented by generous families. A few dollars a month was a small price to pay to keep the irritating old relics at bay.


The loneliest of them spent their time staring into the garden looking for lost memories and past loves, while others pretended to read their newspapers or do crossword puzzles, but they too were lost in the moment. Among them were the card players and jigsaw assemblers, the chatterboxes and gossipmongers, the quiet types who enjoyed knitting or painting by numbers, the sparky women like Joanie Nevin and boisterous old men like Les Howell. They were a mixed bunch and Anna loved them all, and they all loved her. She never failed to find time to chat or help look for a dropped stitch or missing piece of jigsaw. She willingly sat and watched their soaps with them and loved to listen to stories about happier times. No one seemed to have a bad word to say about Anna. No one that is, apart from the new resident in room twenty-four, Pawel Michalik, who went by the name of Polak.
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Pawel Michalik had survived life inside a concentration camp for the last two years of World War II, when the extermination of the Jews was at its height. It seemed that he was a hero of some repute, and he loved to talk of his exploits to anyone willing to listen, though it was not unusual for his frail audience to fall asleep as he droned on about the hardship and misery of those terrible years.


After the initial excitement of having a war hero in their midst died down, most residents gave Polak a wide berth. He was hard work, a little too brittle and full of himself for most folks’ liking, so he eventually gravitated back to his bedroom and spent most of his days in bed, where he continued to research his memoirs.


Polak did, however, make an effort to appear at dinner sometimes, because he knew he had a captive audience. Apart from his ego, his other regular companion was a silver hip flask; his so-called survivor reviver. Having alcohol in an unapproved receptacle was strictly forbidden at Paterson Manor, and Polak was convinced the staffhad no idea about his cunningly concealed tipple. He was wrong - they knew, but they chose to ignore it. The shift manager wanted to cut Polak some slack; not only was he a war hero but his file also mentioned possible dementia and onset of early memory loss.


Polak was new to the New Jersey area, having previously been living with his family in a large home in an exclusive part of Florida. It was not clear how or why he came to reside in a damp, dilapidated old nursing home at Paterson, given that Florida was considered the retirement capital of America. It was put down to a matter of finance, and people wrongly supposed that he could no longer afford the good life in the Sunshine State.


Within days of Michalik’s arrival at Paterson Manor, an article about his concentration camp experiences was circulated by management, who considered it might be of interest to other residents. The story had appeared in the Florida Times several months prior, complete with photographs and the modest headline of ‘Concentration Camp Hero.’


Polak claimed to have been a hard-working factory hand when he was detained by the Germans, and the newspaper said he was a Polish Jew. Sharron Ward was quick to point out to interested parties that according to his medical records Pawel Michalik was not circumcised. “Perhaps his parents were not practising Jews,” she concluded.


Despite his decline into old age, there was still something distinguished and authoritative about Michalik, and you could tell that if it weren’t for his failing health, he would still have what could be described as a military bearing.


He barely moved his lips when he spoke, making people concentrate when listening, which in turn made him feel important. His complexion had become grey and sallow, almost corpse-like at times, and if ever a young child happened to visit a relative in Liberty Wing they either gawped at him from a distance or ran away scared - usually the latter.


Anna avoided him as much as she could, and when Stella said she had noticed that he always sat with his back to the wall and seemed to stare a lot, Anna secretly watched for a day or two and realised her friend was right. Being in Polak’s presence became quite unsettling for some.


The Florida newspaper had stated that Polak’s amazing story would be told in two parts and in the following week’s edition there he was again, holding a document that he had apparently rescued from a smouldering pile of records the German guards were attempting to destroy prior to liberation. Polak claimed to have obtained the document by stealth, and it held not only a grainy picture of his haunted face when he first arrived at the camp, it also detailed his town of origin, hair colour, complexion and so on. His occupation was for some reason shown as ‘clerk,’ not ‘factory worker.’ The document was over-stamped with the word Juden, in ominously large block letters.


According to Ellen Randolph, the freelance journalist who wrote the article for the Florida Times, Polak’s time in captivity had been spent at a camp called Wysznica, one of the service arms to the giant Auschwitz-Birkenau complex in Poland. Wysznica supplied timber, lime, gravel and, more significantly, labour. Research confirmed that Wysznica was not much different from many other camps at the time, a place designed for the punishment of enemies of the Reich, intellectuals, artists, the occasional prisoner of war, Gypsies and homosexuals. As the war deepened and Hitler’s ‘Final Solution’ solidified, Wysznica tripled in size to help cope with the massive influx of European Jews. Just like Auschwitz, Wysznica became a death camp.


Pawel Michalik said he was at the camp when thousands of Hungarian Jews started to arrive. He proudly boasted that he was not at all like them; in so much as they met their fate silently and ignorantly, without so much as a struggle. He took the self-appointed role of ‘agitator’ in an attempt to disrupt the Germans as much as possible, and stay alive in the process.


Michalik said he hid among the daily hordes of arrivals, ducking and weaving his way around the camp, sleeping in a different hut every night, avoiding roll call whenever he could, doing whatever it took to stay alive. He became an expert at making sure he was never in the wrong place at the wrong time, though admitted to knowing his luck probably would have run out eventually. “The Germans had too much to handle,” he was quoted as saying. “In the end there were just too many prisoners. For every one thousand who were sent to the gas chambers, another two thousand arrived the next day. It was not hard to lose yourself amongst the masses, if you had a mind to.”


Michalik said he spent every waking hour sabotaging his captors’ efforts. It was highly dangerous work, but he did whatever it took to slow the German killing machine. At least he had been able to give some of his fellow Jews time to breathe a little longer, even if only for a few hours.


“God in his infinite wisdom had deserted the Jews at Wysznica,” Polak said in the article. “He left us to our own devices, to die with his name on our lips. Maybe he forgot us? I decided that He was going to hear my voice in that pit of misery.” He went on to claim that before the camp was liberated, he killed several of the guards who had made his life so miserable. “It was time for a little payback,” he said.


After the second article was published, several national dailies picked up the story and ran features, and even CBS’s 60 Minutes started poking around to see if there was a segment there for them. It was all evidenced by the little stash of press cuttings, letters and documents Polak proudly passed around the dinner table a few weeks after his arrival. His fame had spread far and wide.


However, out of the blue one day, Ellen Randolph received a mysterious letter from Poland that cast doubt on the validity of Polak’s story. Ellen did what any good journalist would do - she started digging. The first thing she did was visit her subject again to ask a few more questions. She was not without experience, so she hid behind the possibility of a further article with even more in-depth revelations. However, her tactic failed and when Miss Randolph arrived for the meeting, Pawel Michalik’s children told her he had suddenly decided to go on a trip back to his old haunts in Europe, for old time’s sake, and they had no idea when he was going to return. Ellen did not believe them. Michalik was far too frail to travel from Florida to Poland without someone by his side, yet they said he was travelling alone, and for an undisclosed period of time ... Impossible.


A little more digging confirmed that there was no trace of anyone with the name of Michalik leaving the United States by ship or aircraft during the last three months. The mystery deepened. Where was he, and more importantly, why had he disappeared?


The chase was on. If only Miss Randolph knew the real story behind Pawel Michalik’s life, she would have sold her soul for the scoop - it was going to set the whole world talking. However, it was not the ambitious young journalist from Florida who wrote the last page of Polak’s story; it was a seasoned campaigner from the New York Times who produced the words that summed the whole thing up: Pawel Michalik’s life is so amazing, I doubt that even Stephen King or John Grisham could have come up with a story like this!
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Stella was still laughing at Joan Nevin pissing in Sharron’s purse that morning when she noticed the old lady smiling. Joanie was a consummate giggler, with red-rimmed, bright blue watery eyes that still showed the mischief that had kept her husband captivated until he died shortly after his ninety-fourth birthday. Joan raised a frail, almost claw-like hand and twitched her index finger, indicating that Stella should come closer. “What is it, Joanie? What do you want?”


The old lady’s whispered words floated through the air on unseen butterfly wings. “She deserved it!”


“Who deserved what, dear? Are you talking about Sharron?”


“Yep. That nasty Sharron bitch. She has always hated me, but I got her this time, eh? I got her real good and she don’t know the worst of it yet!” The comment was followed by a wicked, cackling laugh. Stella asked herself what could be worse than someone urinating in your purse?


“Just you wait till she puts her shoes on tonight,” the old lady continued. “Wait till she takes those dirty old trainers off and slips her stinking corn-encrusted feet into them fancy new shoes of hers!” Sharron Ward had also purchased a pair of expensive-looking ankle boots, and she took them to work that very morning with her new purse to show everyone. They were made from bright red, patent leather and suede, a perfect match for the Coach bag.


The frail old lady leaned forward and told Stella her secret. “The left shoe.”


“What, dear? What about the left shoe? What on earth are you talking about, Joanie?” Stella looked at Mrs Nevin’s face and immediately wished she had not asked the question.


“I couldn’t help myself; it had to be done, so I took a dump in those brand-new shoes of hers - the left one, like I said. I laid that turd myself, I did, just before I got caught piddling in her purse!” The old lady hunched her bony shoulders and her head sunk between her collarbones as she bobbed up and down, giggling about her disgusting secret like a naughty child; which was exactly what she was and always had been.


Stella screamed with a mixture of shock and delight. “Oh, my good God, Joanie! You are incorrigible! I wish you hadn’t told me that!”
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A few minutes later Stella was in the staff lunchroom hoping to bump into Anna to tell her about Joan Nevins latest act of revenge. If anything was going to break the ice between Stella and Anna, the story about Joanie crapping in Sharron Ward’s posh new shoes would do it!


Stella hummed ‘That’s Amore’ to herself as she took a mug from the cupboard above the sink, and popped a spoonful of instant coffee into it. Then she opened the refrigerator and took out the leftover cake she had brought from home that morning. It was as she waited for the kettle to boil that the whole dreadful business began.


It started with a shout so loud that it sent every bird outside into the air; in the building, people’s words froze on their lips.


It was a man shouting. No doubt about it. Loud and very angry. Stella immediately ran into the hallway to see where the ruckus was coming from. It was room twenty-four, Polak’s room.


“Don’t do it! Put that down, you Polish bitch or you’ll live to regret it. Put it down I tell you!” The little hairs on Stella’s arms stood on end and she sprinted towards room twenty-four and burst in, unannounced.


The first thing she saw was Polak sitting upright in bed, still in his pyjamas, visibly shaking. His mouth appeared to be stuck open and a string of saliva stretched from the top set of his dentures to the bottom. His nostrils were flared and his skin was deathly white. The room smelled strongly of urine and for once Polak’s eyes were completely still, as round as saucers, fixed onto someone standing in front of him, at the end of his bed.


Stella followed his gaze, that was when she saw Anna and the gun for the first time. Strangely, Anna never moved when Stella entered the room; she did not take her eyes from Polak for a single moment. It was as if she was expecting Stella to appear. Stella did not know at the time, but she learned later that the gun Anna was holding was a Luger, standard issue to the SS during World War II. For all she knew it could have been a toy, but judging by Polak’s expression and the problem Anna appeared to have with the weight of the thing, it most definitely was real.


Anna spoke quietly to Stella, over her shoulder, as if she knew by instinct who had just entered the room. “It’s him, Stell. I knew it was him all along.”


“What do you mean him?” Stella asked.


“Him. Polak! The Greyhound! He is Polak and the Greyhound, don’t you see? He’s one and the same person.” Anna was speaking in riddles.


Polak intervened, his voice faltering. “Now why don’t you put the gun down? I am a war hero and if you kill me you will have gained nothing, and you will go to prison for the rest of your life.”


Anna waved the gun around and started to laugh, - a lunatic’s laugh that frightened Stella as much as the weapon. “I have been in prison, you stupid old fool, since January 1940!”


Stella said, “What’s this all about, Anna? Can’t you put the gun down? I’m scared, Anna, please. Do it for me, put the gun down.”


Polak seemed to relax a little, and he shuffled into a more comfortable position and pulled the sheets around him. His chest rose and fell inside his pyjama jacket and his eyes had now narrowed to a squint. His lips curled upwards at both ends, as if he was mocking Anna.


Stella’s heart was thumping. Beads of sweat formed on her top lip and her palms were damp with perspiration. Why was Anna pointing a gun at Polak? She would not have a clue how to use it; but she did look very determined. “Please, Anna, please put the gun away. Surely we can sort this out. Whoever Polak is, he’s not worth this, is he?”


“Oh, you are so wrong, Stell. He’s worth it alright; he is worth every single moment, and more.” Tears started to trace their way down Anna’s beautiful cheeks and she wiped her face with her sleeve. Then for some reason she suddenly froze, as if an idea had just popped into her head. Then she sniffed loudly and blinked her eyes a couple of times, bracing herself for a decision just made. Surely she wasn’t going to do this, she was not going to actually pull the trigger, was she?


In one deliberate movement, almost in slow motion it seemed, Anna raised and fully extended her right arm — a firm grip on the weapon, her hand no longer shaking. She deliberately rested her chin on her collarbone and with one eye shut, squinting down the length of her arm to the sights on the far end of the gun which she appeared to line up with Polak’s head ... then she flicked the safety switch off with her thumb.







[image: imge97ff74c8b60]




7




9 January 1940 
Zwinbrzych, Poland







The killing was easy according to the German soldiers travelling through Poland after the blitzkrieg of 1 September 1939. They had been discussing it during the journey as they bounced and rattled along the bleak grey landscape towards the German border and the Polish villages beyond. The general consensus was that once you had started, it was difficult to stop killing. The first time was the hardest, after that it was ‘like shooting rats in a bucket’, someone said, and everyone laughed at the analogy because rats was exactly what Minister Goebbels called the Jews and the Poles.


The SS were surprised by the lack of resistance during the second wave, and they paid no mind to the fact that they were only dealing with peasant farmers and their families, not trained army personnel. It was so easy being involved in the clean up, running behind the elite storm troopers after they had bulldozed their way into Warsaw like an unstoppable machine just a few weeks before. Everyone was so proud to be German.


And now they were mopping up, dealing with petty local government officials and making lists — always the interminable lists. Every single matter had to be documented and rubber-stamped because it would ultimately be lodged with Berlin. The Fuhrer had stated that he wanted things recorded because they were making history. They had been told they were invincible and the way everything was collapsing before them, it seemed that they were.


No one had said how many phases there were before victory, but it was becoming clear that there would be many. The quicker they got on with the job in hand, the sooner the war would be over. Things had to be done swiftly in this second phase as well; the SS were told to deal with the petty objections and silly complaints (there would be many people upset by the changes) and not let anything or anyone stand in the way.


Berlin came up with the excellent idea of using prisoners for labour, saving German troops for exactly what they had signed up to do - fight for the Fatherland. Conquered lands provided many resources, and from what had been seen of Poland so far, the Fuhrer was right - the Poles would be good for labour but not much else. They were a step above the Jews, but it was a small step.


Having plenty of time during the long journey, the men in the truck covered a variety of subjects, and their mood was buoyed even more when they talked of the perks associated with the ‘second wave.’ You inevitably received the best accommodations, for instance, especially if you were an officer. Also, it was good to have a friend in the Gestapo because that would speed things along, and there was nothing better than taking over an apartment that had recently been vacated by some rich Jew, because they always had the finest properties and inevitably left good quality possessions behind. They were only allowed to take whatever they could carry, which was very much to the benefit of the incoming occupant.


The biggest issues associated with the second wave were resources and time. It was typical of Berlin, the home of faceless bureaucrats who filled in the detail between the lines of the Fuhrer’s speeches; they had no idea of the practical problems that those on the ground had to face every day. At least there were very few operational rules. Sure enough, everything had to be documented and reported and there were audits, checks and balances, but you had the scope to do what you needed to do to get the job done. It was as simple as that and those were the orders. Get it done!


And that is where the killing came in. You had no choice sometimes, or else you would have fallen behind and then there would be hell to pay. If someone caused an unnecessary delay they had to be dealt with then and there so you could move on to the next objective. That was all that mattered.


Rolf Schroder, being the most senior German in the truck, talked about correspondence he had received regarding problems some of the younger SS recruits were having despatching large groups - shooting unarmed old people and children hour after hour could get a bit galling for some. The matter was gaining traction in Berlin after the lodgement of a great many field operational reports. Instead of telling his troops to ‘harden up’ and do their duty, Reichsfuhrer Himmler, who was in command of the SS, and even Obersturmbannfuhrer Eichmann (commander of all camps) were looking at different methods of despatch to ease concerns.


It was clear that volume was going to increase as news of the establishment of ghettos to temporarily house Jews spread. There was even talk about founding an adult euthanasia program to help work out the practical issues associated with such matters. Everyone felt reassured that Berlin took their concerns seriously.


Russian prisoners of war and Polish dissidents were dispatched quickly because they were potentially the most disruptive. Despite their obviously dire circumstances, for some ridiculous reason they still had fire in their bellies. It was clear that the harder you hit the troublemakers the more stubborn they became, the fools. There were more Jews than all the others put together, but fortunately they were so passive and compliant that it was easy to manage them. They had been bullied and downtrodden, systematically beaten and dehumanised to such an extent that they even agreed to police themselves!


Those that were chosen were formed into groups of Kapos - trusted prisoners - to maintain discipline among their own kind. The Germans had to laugh when they discussed the fact that the Kapos would willingly beat anyone with a yellow Star of David on their sleeve! It was the genius Adolf Eichmann who worked out exactly how these people ticked long before they were moved into their ghettos. They never put up a fight; they stood to attention when they were told to, worked until they could work no more, dug their own graves and even filled in the ones around them before it was their turn to be shot. It could not have been easier. If only there were not so many of them!


Mind you, there was no sport in dealing with the Jews according to some SS; where was the chase, the hunt? The lack of combat made it boring, so the troops had to keep focussed using whatever means they could. It was hard to have respect for an enemy who did not fight back.


Karl Braun was the one who expressed most concern about the ‘lack of sport.’ The others in the truck that day had already seen him in action and did not doubt that he enjoyed killing. Sometimes it showed in his eyes - they seemed to glaze over when the shooting started. But it was good having him around. You could get on with your day when you had the Greyhound at your side.
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The early morning sun was trying to announce its arrival through naked trees and a slate-coloured sky. A heavy frost coated the grass and a layer of ice crunched under the tyres as the truck lurched through frozen mud and potholes. Rolf Schroder stared into the beginnings of yet another bleak Polish winter day. He hated Poland with its grey skies and insipid landscape. The night before he had met with the argumentative mayor of a large town, eventually got the names he needed and rested there for the night. Before he departed the next morning, he decided to leave an example of why it was best not to argue with the SS at such times. The example was hanging from a tree outside the town hall. In fact, there were three such examples.


Then it was time for a one-hour drive through narrow back roads to the tiny village of Zwinbrzych, ten kilometres inside the German-Polish border.


Schroder allowed himself the briefest of smiles. Life as a second lieutenant in the SS had not turned out to be as bad as he or his parents originally feared. There was no frontline fighting for him. The dice seemed to have rolled his way and he was confident that if he kept his nose clean, he could sit the war out and return to a normal life, all the better for the experience when the conflict was over.
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Lez Burczyk lifted his aching body out of bed, stretched and walked bare foot across the cold floorboards to the window. His breath hovered in front of him, a light cloud of yet unspoken words as he pulled the hessian curtains aside to reveal another freezing morning. It had been a long winter so far, an eventful time but for all the wrong reasons. The German invasion, long talked about and feared, excruciatingly fast in its execution, had heralded the year in, in the worst possible way.


Usually at this time of the year Lez was thinking about spring and the coming season’s planting. But spring was still two months away and two months could be a very long period of time when so many people depended on you, and your fate was in someone else’s hands.


Lez, who was now almost in his eighties, had been born in that house, and his father before him. Generations came and went and now the house was home to Lez and his wife Zlota and their daughter Roza, whose two teenage girls Danuta and Ania were with them. The place was crowded once more and worse for Lez; it was crowded with women! That was one of the reasons he broke with family tradition and made sure he was first up at daybreak - for the peace and quiet of an early start.


Roza had been a wild one, the worst of Lez and Zlota’s five children, and she brought shame to the family in the worst possible way. She had been living with her husband Lech (a lazy, good-for-nothing loser, like most of the men from Lublin, according to Lez) and their first child Danuta on a rented smallholding in the middle of nowhere, somewhere just outside Lodz. When Roza announced that she was pregnant for the second time Lech did not greet the news with much joy. Another mouth to feed. It had better be a boy this time; at least when he grew up he could help on the farm. As a family they got by, but only just, and they would now lose the income they had from their lodger, whose room would soon be needed for the expanding family.


Lech was going to miss the lodger. The two men regularly played cards or chess and drank together most nights - Lech and the quietly spoken farrier who stayed longer than originally envisaged, after they had been introduced by a friend at the market. The farrier had an odd look about him, the look of a Gypsy perhaps, with long black curly hair and different-coloured eyes. It was hard to work out if he was shifty or exotic (men at the market thought he was shifty but their women said he was exotic). But what did it matter? He could drink with the best and laugh when caught cheating at cards. He was able to supplement his income with a bit of horse-trading on the side and always paid his rent on time. More often than not he would do little jobs around the house too, jobs that Lech never got around to because he was either too busy or too drunk. The small amount of money the lodger brought in and the help he provided soon made him indispensable.


But the farrier was told that he would have to leave soon after the new baby’s arrival. However it transpired that he left far quicker than anyone expected - a few hours after the baby was born, in fact. Lech left also, ten minutes later - in pursuit of the lodger.


Lech caught up with him on the outskirts of Lodz and almost beat him to death, then went back home, punched Roza in the face, packed a bag and had not been heard from since. Roza took her two children back to her parent’s farm in Zwinbrzych, reverted to her maiden name and got on with life as a single parent.


The new baby, Ania, became quite a novelty in the small market town; after all, it was not every day that you saw a child with jet-black curly hair, one blue eye and one brown in a Polish farming community.


As she matured and moved into her teens, Ania’s beauty became more and more apparent. She definitely did not have the same look about her as most of the gangly, blonde-haired, blue-eyed farm girls who attended the local school. While it was thought by some that she was carrying a little prepubescent puppy fat, it soon became evident that this was not the case. Ania had been blessed with the voluptuous body and ravishing looks of a Gypsy Queen and that gave her a real edge when it came to the boys, but she spent more time warding them off than encouraging them.


Danuta, Ania’s elder sister by two years, was very much like her mother — a real Polish girl. Her hair was cropped and blonde, her face long and her nose noble. Her legs appeared to start beneath her armpits, and she had the slim, wiry look of an athlete. She was clearly destined for great things in the sporting arena, but she could also hold her own in the classroom, just like Ania, especially when it came to languages. The two girls were inseparable.


Danuta was by far the most experienced when it came to matters of the heart. By the time she turned nineteen she had already been in love twice and had long forgotten when she lost her virginity and who took it. Somehow, Ania had managed to preserve hers, but at the age of seventeen she was under great pressure from several suitors, two of whom were fathers of her friends. For the time being, she preferred listening to her sister’s exploits as the two of them lay in bed talking late into the night.


Neither girl was afraid of a bit of hard work and they did more than their fair share around their grandfather’s farm. They were strong limbed and equally strong willed, and no one messed with the Burczyk girls, and those who dared try always ended up worse - especially the boys.


While Danuta could be stubborn, Ania was always the realistic one, though she had a flippant side that they said could one day get her in trouble. Lez and Zlota thanked God for blessing them with such delightful grandchildren, while at the same time they cursed their daughter Roza for the shame and hardship she had brought upon them and herself. At the end of the day, though, family was family, and the whole family was as close as dirt on a shovel. Lez felt truly blessed.
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Working on the land had taken its toll on Lez over the years. Growing sugar beet had been the centre of his universe for as long as he could remember. But now? Things seemed to be changing on a daily basis and the Germans had already imposed strict dietary regulations in Poland.


Polish citizens were now limited to six hundred and fifty-four calories a day, about twenty-five per cent of the normal recommended intake, and Jews were permitted only one hundred and eighty-four calories. Audits were threatened, rationing imposed and the majority of food grown by farmers like Lez was taken for the German army. And that was why he was certain they were safe. Why would the Germans do anything to harm farmers who were working hard to feed their lords and masters? The gossip at the village market made no sense.
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Lez pulled a patchwork quilt around his shoulders then turned and left his thoughts at the window. He puzzled for a moment at a noise somewhere in the distance outside. It sounded metallic, a clatter almost, and he put it down to the locks and chains on the barn door, which often rattled for no apparent reason. He made yet another mental note to look at them soon.


Zlota mumbled something in her sleep when Lez returned to the bedroom, and he stood by the bed staring affectionately at the woman who had been his wife since she turned fifteen. He had been only sixteen himself when they married. A life of hard work had taken its toll, but she had been a good wife and a wonderful mother to his children, an even better grandmother. Other men in the village (who Lez drank and played chess with from time to time) constantly cursed their wives, but he could find no real reason to complain about his Zlota - no matter how strong the vodka or how late the hour!


Zlota was an excellent cook and like all Polish women, she ruled indoors. She had a hard side that was not unusual in Polish women, and together, she and Lez had done alright, better than many thought when they first got together all those years ago, that was for sure.


As always, the gossips at the market had Zlota in a panic and she had not had a decent night’s sleep since first hearing of the German invasion. Lez had to work hard to reassure her that they would be fine. It was the Jews they were after. “Poland has been invaded before and probably will be again, and all things considered, Hitler needs people like us to feed his army,” he said, not for the first time. Here was an opportunity to make some money at last, albeit out of someone else’s misfortune, but such was life.


Lez permitted himself a little smile as he made his way into the kitchen and remembered the conversation over dinner the night before. Zlota was full of doom as usual and had ruined the bigos for the second time that week! He put more timber into the stove, blew until a flame rose up and engulfed it, then placed a saucepan of water on top. The sun had been up less than thirty minutes but there was enough light for him to be able to see what he was doing. Zlota’s arthritis was worse in winter, so Lez was happy to take his wife a hot cup of tea while she took her time to get out of bed and start her day.


He was looking forward to the day passing quickly. At seven o’clock that night he and some other men from the village would gather at his cousin’s house and play chess, talk of politics, sport, the invasion, smoke and drink homemade vodka. This was his favourite time of the week because it was his time, away from the women.


As he sat at the old wooden table engulfed in the quilt that Zlota had hand sewn for him on their tenth wedding anniversary, he heard the rattling noise from outside again. This time he was certain it was not the chains on the barn door. It was too loud and too mechanical, as if a vehicle had just arrived at the front of the house.


The sound of a door slamming confirmed he was right.


Lez did not know anyone who had a car. In fact, the only time anyone had ever visited him in a vehicle of any kind was when some local government officials came to confirm his annual sugar beet quota a few days ago. Maybe they had come back for more information or perhaps there was a question they had failed to ask. But they would not do it just after dawn. They would come during office hours - unless, of course, there was a problem.


Lez rose from the table as he heard two sets of heavy boots tramp down the pathway towards the cottage. By the time he was halfway down the hall someone was already knocking at the door.


Lez had lived in the village of Zwinbrzych all his life. He went to the big city of Krakow occasionally, to the markets and apart from his spell in the army he had only ever heard Polish spoken. And now, as he hurried towards the front door for the very last time that morning, he heard a German voice. “Offnen. Open up, schnell, hurry up now, schnell!”
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The damned door stuck like it always did in winter and when Lez finally managed to wrench it open, he was confronted by a German soldier pointing a rifle at his chest and another holding a clipboard. Lez froze in the moment.


The one with the clipboard appeared to be in charge, though he looked more like a pale civil servant than a commanding officer in the German army. “Herr Burczyk?” Lez nodded in reply. The German with the list was full of his own importance, standing there with his pencil, ticking off names, trying not to let Lez see that his ungloved right hand was shaking from the cold.


It was the skinny one, the one with the rifle that Lez did not like the look of. The cold would not bother him; he looked as if he enjoyed a spot of trouble and his deep set, black eyes confirmed it. Lez felt that with a bit of luck and the element of surprise, he could take them both if he had to, despite his age. But in the background, smoking cigarettes at the rear of the truck he spotted two more armed SS. He knew he had no choice other than to cooperate. As the freezing air sneaked into the hallway and rushed past him, Lez stood patiently waiting for the one in charge to speak again. It was one of those lingering moments that seemed to last forever but in reality was over and done within a matter of seconds.


When the German did speak, there was a level of indifference in his tone, and even though Lez had no idea what he said, the hackles rose on the back of his neck. He had no time to think because he was instantly stunned by the deafening roar of a gun discharging, which was followed immediately by a blinding light as something exploded in his chest, sending him crashing backwards. He slid to the floor, leaving the remains of his life on the wall behind him in the form of a thick red smudge.


The two Germans stepped over the inconvenience that was Lez’s body and advanced down the bare hallway, striding purposefully towards the door at the far end.


The sudden disturbance had woken Zlota from a deep sleep, and the frightening sound of a gunshot echoing in the small hallway had her springing upright and staring at the bedroom door. And now the water in the glass on her bedside table trembled as heavy footsteps shook the floorboards on the approach to her room. Two men burst in and she instinctively pulled the bed sheet up under her chin to protect her modesty. There was the briefest of eye contact, but when Zlota turned her gaze to the open door she saw the bloody body of her husband lying in the hallway beyond.


It was to be the last time she saw him or anything else as death burst out of the skinny soldier’s gun for the second time in less than a minute. Zlota lay on the bed, her head split open while the feathers that had been dislodged so violently from her pillow drifted gently through the air and landed softly on her blood-soaked body.


Time was of the essence, and Schroder was frustrated that he could not find the two young girls on his list. The idiot mayor he dragged out of the town hall the previous night was now hanging from the tree in the town square along with two other officials. The mayor had eventually reluctantly provided a list of all the families with girls of the required age in the outlying villages, and for the sake of his own family, he had better have been honest about the names. The Burczyk’s were first on the list.
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