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I.

“Identification?”

I hand it to him and watch his face carefully. He’s not my first Nazi.

The young soldier looks at the photo on my forged Austrian student pass, then back at me. “Your reason for entering Poland?”

“My aunt is dying,” I say, hoping he can’t detect the accent in my German. I might be fluent in four languages—five if I count the street slang my gang uses—but I know my accent shines a Polish light on every word.

“Where does your aunt live?”

“Warsaw.”

“When will you return to Vienna?”

“I have final exams in two weeks. I have to be back …” I frown at him and add, “That is, providing I can get back. I’d like to finish my second year before …” I stop.

“Before what?”

A little smile won’t hurt. “I’ve been in Vienna for two years, sir. I’m pretty sure I know what’s coming.” I adjust my skirt.

“Yes, well,” he says, “these are dangerous times, especially for young women traveling alone.”

Don’t I know it! These days, a girl needs to know how to defend herself. In five languages. I keep my valise close to my leg and hope he doesn’t notice the padding in my skirt hem. Money, more forged papers, a knife.

A soldier pokes his head into the room and says, “There’s about fifty more out here, Claus. Quit flirting!”

This Claus looks at me and his face reddens. He knows I understand. I don’t smile. I watched these Krauts overrun Vienna and I’ve had more dealings with them than I’d like to admit. I know I have an edge here. My very gentile-looking smile, this new shade of lipstick I lifted from a woman on the train, these new silk stockings all help. Not to mention my ability to conjure up tears.

“I’m sorry,” I say, pulling out a crinkled hankie. “Aunt Bożena is very dear to me. I hope I get there in time.”

He hands me back the pass.

There’s some sort of scuffle in the hall. I hear a woman cry out and a man make a threat in Yiddish. Others shout in Polish, German soldiers shouting back.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, tilting my head toward the door.

“Yes, yes. Very well, Fräulein, you may go.” He pulls a paper off a pad, fills in my name and dates, signs it. Then—ka-chunk!—he pushes down a numbering stamp. I watch over his shoulder. It’s a pass in and out of Poland good for two months. Street value? Big.

I rise, and he hands me my valise. If he finds out what’s in it, I’ll be detained. Or worse. I’m still wanted on two warrants in Vienna. “Please, be careful,” Claus says. “And a little bit of advice, if I may.”

“Yes?”

“Try to leave Warsaw. In fact, leave Poland altogether. As soon as you can.”

I give him a quick look, but then smile sweetly. “Really? Why?”

He smiles back and opens the door for me. “Well, you don’t want to miss those exams, do you?” And he winks at me.

“Oops, forgot my hankie,” I say, as he follows me out the door and starts to talk to someone in the hall. I rush back in the office and tear off several more passes from the pad and the numbering stamp, pocketing them just as he steps back into the room.

“Find it?”

“Yes, thank you.” I dab my eyes, smile, and leave. I walk down the hall against the line of people yet to be processed, and step into the large waiting room. I’m almost there. This train station in Ostrana, Czechoslovakia, is the last checkpoint. Poland is within spitting distance. Then hitch a ride to Warsaw and I’m home free.

But not looking like this.

I find the ladies’ room, slip into a toilet stall, and make my change. The prim, innocent school girl goes in, the street ruffian comes out. Thick cotton pants, boots, a baggy sweater over two shirts and my chest wrap. The blonde wig, the cloche hat, the pleated skirt—everything for the schoolgirl set—gets crammed deep into the trash can after I rip my valuables out of the hem. On second thought, I pull the silk stockings back out. Always a street value. I dunk my head in the sink and wash my face, then grab a towel and hold it over my head.

“Come on, you coward. Look,” I mutter, daring myself. The towel slowly comes down.

My hacked-short blonde hair is thick from months of neglect. My skin is ruddy and rough and intensifies my blue eyes. I’m sixteen—aren’t I supposed to be blossoming by now? I stand sideways and look at my profile. Flat-chested, scrawny, too tall. My periods still show up unannounced, like an unwelcome maiden aunt.

“So, tell me. Just who are you?” I ask my reflection. “No. What are you?”

The scream of a train whistle reminds me to move out fast. I pull my cap down low, hike up these stolen pants, pull down the moth-eaten sweater, and take one last look. This is the real me—not the Abra Goldstein my filthy-rich Jewish parents tried to forge. No, on the streets they call me the Arab, and I’m ready to reclaim my territory on the shady side of Warsaw. Start up a Warsaw Chapter of the Meet Me in Hell Club and fill it with street kids.

I back out of the swinging restroom door and nearly knock over a well-dressed woman coming in.

“Pardon me,” I say, backing away. “Wrong door.”

She responds with a bit of a huff as I start toward the waiting room.

Damn! It’s that Claus coming toward the men’s room, walking with another soldier. I look around. Nowhere to duck into. Quick, think! He’ll recognize my valise, if not me! I rush back in the ladies’ room, hold my valise against my chest, and lean against the door. The woman looks at me in surprise. She looks Jewish, but then again, I don’t. Still, it’s my only card. I put my finger to my lips and whisper in Yiddish, “Please …” We can hear the soldiers walking outside the door. She dries her hands and looks at me, then at the trash can where the blonde wig is just barely showing. An uneven smile comes to her face.

I listen outside the door. It’s quiet. “Thank you,” I say to her. I pull out the silk stockings and press them into her hands. Already I’ve redeemed their value.

“May God go with you,” she says, her Yiddish well marked with a German accent.

I peer around the door. The way is clear. If God wants to go with me, fine. Not stopping him, as long as he keeps his advice to himself. God’s one of the reasons I’m in this situation in the first place. No, it’s more likely I’m on my own.

Just the way I like it.



II.

After two days of walking and hitchhiking through Poland, I’m here. Welcome home, Arab. I hop on the back of a passing lorry and take a deep breath. The scents of the Vistula River off in the distance mix with industrial smoke and it’s as though I never left. My gaze wanders north to where my parents’ extravagant home anchors an entire city block. The lorry passes a roadside flower stand and the scent of rose blossoms reminds me of the bushes my mother planted when Ruth was born. Ruthie. That little brat fell into my heart the minute she was placed into my arms. Perfect in every way but one: that tiny, sweet, clubbed foot. But oh, Ruthie’s smile, her eyes, her everything. Despite myself, I adore that little imp.

I wonder if she’d even remember me after two years. After all, she was barely three when I left. Probably doesn’t even have a photograph to remember me by, such was my father’s wrath. But if I’ve learned anything in the last two years, it’s that yesterday means nothing. Tomorrow means nothing. Today is everything.

And today, I have an old score to settle. If he’s still in Warsaw—if he’s still alive—I’ll find him. I’ve been planning our reunion for two years.

I follow all the regular routes, look in our old haunts, hideouts, and meet-up joints. I stroll through Praga Park on the Vistula River and pass familiar places: where Sniper and I first met, our first flirtations, our first confidence game together, our first holdup.

I thought Sniper was the sun and the moon and the stars in between. Back then, I would have walked through hell for him. And I damn near have. I was thirteen, and a stupid little shit—a gawky, clumsy, stupid-in-love Jew-girl. Eager and willing to run with his gang—to prove myself to him. I know what I saw in him: something different, exciting, even dangerous. But what did he see in me? A dupe. Plain and simple. A lamb to throw to the wolves. And I let him.

I look down each street in this district, our old turf, thinking every thin, tall, dark man I see might be Sniper. I can feel my heart pound. Anticipation of—what, Arab? Revenge or—No! Stop thinking that! Revenge can get a girl killed.

I walk past a café and remember I haven’t eaten a real sit-down meal in days. I have some money, but wonder why I should use it when I can see a purse limply hanging off a woman’s chair, begging to be lifted.

I bump my valise into her chair, upsetting her.

“Young man!” her escort says. I scramble to set things straight. Kneeling down, I easily slip her purse off the back of her chair. Into my valise it drops and—snap!—it’s closed.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, backing away.

I walk to the next street over, hop a streetcar, take a seat in back, and paw through the purse. I smell the scented hankie—not bad—so I stuff it in my pocket. Hmm, this lipstick is so red! When did that come into style? Not my color—as though I have a style! I open the compact. This stays with me. It’s as good as eyes in the back of my head! And oh, lovely, lovely cash. Enough for me to live on for days, or longer. I find the woman’s identification and pocket that, too. The rest—photos, a comb, tweezers—useless. I leave them and the purse on the floor of the car and get off at the next stop.

I head for one of my old haunts, the Crystal Café. I take a table close to the sidewalk, an old habit—I get an up-close view of the passersby before they get an up-close view of me, and it’s a quick escape if I need it.

“Arab?” the waiter asks. “Is that you? It’s me, Albin!”

I look at him carefully. Not everyone in Warsaw is an old friend.

“Remember? Spades?” He looks around and whispers, “You know, from Sniper’s gang?”

My heart takes a leap at the sound of Sniper’s name. I offer him a slight smile. “Sure. I remember you. Good pickpocket.”

“Where’ve you been hiding out?” He hands me a menu.

“Oh, here and there.”

“Gosh, I felt bad when you got caught. Never trusted Sniper after that.”

I glance casually at the menu. “So Spades the pickpocket is now Albin the waiter. What a world.” I grin up at Spades. “Remember when we used to steal tips off these very tables?”

“Got caught, got lucky, got wise,” Spades—Albin—says. He nods toward the inside of the restaurant. “Owner gave me a break.”

“Well, good.”

“You aren’t going to … you know … eat and then take off. Like in the old days? Because …”

“Of course not. I don’t do those cheap tricks anymore,” I say, reaching into my pocket for the change from the purse I just lifted.

“Well, I thought, because, you know, you’re dressed like that. Like you used to be when we ran together.”

“My wardrobe is being altered,” I say, giving him a smirk. “Lost a lot of weight while I was … here and there.”

“Understood,” he says, nodding. “So, what’ll it be?”

“Coffee, cruller, raspberry jam.” He starts to leave, but I pull him back by his apron. “So, where’s Sniper these days?”

He stands straighter. “Oh, around. I see him every so often.”

“He still have a gang?”

“Yeah. But—”

“Just tell him I’m back, if you see him.”

“Arab, I don’t think that’s wise. I mean, he set you up plain and simple, and then he laughed when you got caught. Said you didn’t have what it takes and … then bragged about you … you know … proving yourself … in other ways.”

I feel my jaw tighten. Maybe there was a time I would have “proven myself” to Sniper if given the chance, but I never did. I’m going to prove myself to him, all right, but the Arab he meets now won’t be the same Arab he remembers.

“And how about Lizard? Ever see him?” I ask, resurrecting another name from my past.

“The Pickpocket Priest?” he asks.

“Some altar boy he made, huh?” We both chuckle over the memories: stealing sacramental wine, smoking in the confessionals, sneaking cash from the donation box for poor children.

Spades smiles and pretends to be swiping away crumbs on the table. “Oh, that Lizard! He’s just about everywhere these days. Him and Sniper broke it off after you left. Big fight. Went out on his own. They’ve tangled a few times, but mostly Sniper stays on his side of town and Lizard hangs out around Three Crosses Square. I think he has about half a dozen little shits in his gang. I see them coming and have to shoo them away, the brats. Sure brings back the old days.”

Someone snaps their fingers for Spades’s attention. “Coming, sir!” Then, looking back down at me, he says, “Arab, listen. Sniper’s far more dangerous now than he ever was. I mean, we were just kids then. He’s changed, and not for the better.”

“I don’t want to gang up with him. Just let him know I’m back. That’s all. Just tell him I’m back in Warsaw. I’d like to see him.”

I take time to savor my coffee. How long has it been since I had a warm cup? And this jam! I think how lovely it is to be back home, here, this café, Warsaw. Why the hell didn’t I come back sooner? I leave Spades a nice tip, compliments of some lady looking everywhere for her purse by now.

I stroll down Sienna Street in the fashion district and take time to gaze into the windows, see what the upper crust ladies of Warsaw are wearing these days. I catch my reflection in the window. I take off my cap and ruffle my short hair. Wonder what my mother would think of me, dressed like this, having been kicked out of school in Vienna, having left with warrants, fines, two arrests, one conviction, no education except the one I earned on the streets. All I really know is the streets. Conning dupes, picking pockets, thieving. I put my cap back on. I need to get a place to stay. And who knows? Maybe I’ll scoop up a few kids for my club. Maybe give Sniper a run for his money.

I find a cheap room, settle in, and make my plans.



III.

I’d forgotten how beautiful Warsaw is in late summer. Hot, of course, but I’ve missed the glimmer off the Vistula, the green of the parks, the rush of people along the sidewalks, the piano music—Chopin, of course—wafting from some music teacher’s window.

I hear a horse whinny off in the distance. Ruthie, I think with a grin. Even as a toddler she was horse-crazy. Once I borrowed—well, stole—a pony from a fruit seller’s droshky cart. Unhooked the harness from the traces and trotted the pony home. Ruthie on that chubby little pony’s back, her shrieks of joy as I led her around and around our block were worth what it cost me. Finally, the pony’s owner came, gendarmes in tow, hollering, swearing, shaking his fist.

Maybe it won’t hurt to … What? Would knocking on the door, stepping inside, really coming home be … What am I thinking? My mother’s heart was always so weak. I’d just be a thorn in her side—that’s if my father even allowed me on the property. Hell, for all I know, Mother’s already dead and buried. But what about little Ruthie? What if Mother is dead? Who would be Ruthie’s protector then? No, that settles it! I have to see, have to find out. I have to know she’s all right.

I walk a few blocks but run into street construction, backing up traffic and people. Ah, my sweet sewers—sometimes the most direct route anywhere in Warsaw. Sometimes the safest. I know the sewers in this district better than anyone. I slip down a manhole off an alley, wait on the ladder for my eyes to adjust, and assess the sound, the flow of the water, the smell of the industry, life or death—whatever is sloshing through below me.

At first sniff, I feel right at home. Safe. Memories gush back like they’re floating atop the foamy sewer water. I was ten when Lizard dared me down into the sewers. Said no girl had ever done it. No girl had the guts. Well, I never met a dare I didn’t like. Come to think of it, sewers were the reason I first hacked off my long hair. It smelled to high heaven after I emerged. I can still hear my parents’ rage over that! “Proper Jewish girls have long hair.” Too bad. Long hair can be dangerous. Someone can use it as a handle to yank you around, pull you off balance. Long hair can get a girl killed.

Something else about the sewers: enemies have to want you pretty damn bad to follow you down here. Sniper and his gang taught me that. Once you get used to the smell and stop thinking about what you’re slogging through, once you learn to stop gagging, quit breathing through your mouth, and go slow so you don’t trip, it’s not such a bad way to get around.

I go a few blocks, using my flashlight to get my bearings and looking for any news signs or warnings other sewer pilgrims might have scribbled on the walls: POLICE PATROLS, TOO WELL-TRAVELED, or BEWARE: FUNERAL PARLOR ABOVE! I hear plop! plop! and I feel a couple of rats race across my boots. Damn rats always catch me off guard. Then the rats plop! plop! again, back into the water, and I relax. The rats always leave, get on with their work. Unless you’re dead. Then you are their work.

I look down the passageway, then at the ladder up. I know just where I am: two blocks from home on Pawia Street.

“Hey, you! Boy! Get out of there!” a man shouts at me just as I shove the manhole cover up and out. Before I can sink back down, someone has me by the collar and he hauls me up onto the street. He whirls me around so the sun’s in my eyes and I have to squint.

“It’s illegal to go in the sewers! Don’t you know it’s dangerous and—” My eyes focus and we seem to recognize each other in the same instant. Officer Winicki’s face softens. “Is it? Well. Look at you. Abra Goldstein. Or is it still Arab? Alive after all?”

Officer Gustaw Winicki, our neighborhood foot patrolman, has hauled me home time after time. Always lecturing and hinting, but almost as though he cared about what became of me. Sorry to let you down. Again.

“Of course I’m alive. I’m here, aren’t I? Just going home, Officer Winicki. No crime in that.”

“No, no crime. But you can’t go home, Abra.”

“I can if I want to,” I say, sounding about six years old.

He pulls me back and says, “No, you can’t.”

“Why not? What happened? Did something …”

“No, nothing happened.”

“Then why?” I demand.

“Because … because you’re dead to them.” He’s looking past me.

“What do you mean?”

“Dead and buried.” His voice is now low and soft.

“How can I be buried? I’m right here.”

“Come with me.” He ticks his head, and I follow him.

We walk silently the half block to the cemetery down the street from our home—past the posh Jewish section and ending in poor man’s land. He points down to a gravestone. I kneel down to read it.

What the …? In Hebrew, it reads:

ABRA GOLDSTEIN
GONE AND FORGOTTEN

“He buried me?” I ask, still trying to comprehend. “He buried me?”

“He buried your memory.”

“So, who’s in there?”

“No one. It was a symbolic burial.”

I brush away some dead leaves and pick up a twig sticking out of the ground. “Who gave the eulogy?”

“This marker just showed up here, about a year after you were sent away.”

It hits me. I remember the exact date: the phone call to my father, kicked out of school, hauled before the authorities in Vienna, the three months in jail—one month for each Reichsmark I’d stolen.

“There was no funeral, no celebration, no prayers, no … what do you Jews call that prayer for the dead?”

“Kaddish,” I whisper, unable to take my eyes off my name engraved on the gravestone.

“We heard about your jail time in Vienna. Then, rumors, of course, about …” His words trail off. “There was even a report you really were … dead.”

I stand up and tamp down some lose dirt with my boot. “Abra’s dead. Says right there, gone and forgotten.”

I look at Officer Winicki, who is offering me his kindest smile.

I return his smile. “And gravestones never lie. But I’m not Abra. I’m Arab.” I toss the twig back down on my tombstone, and it pings off to land in the dirt. “So think of me as the girl who wouldn’t die,” I whisper, feeling my fingernails dig into my palms as I form fists. “Well, at least that answers one of my questions. My father’s alive and kicking.”

“Yes. He’s doing quite well. But your mother …”

“What about her?”

“She’s bedridden. Has been for these two years.”

“And my sister, Ruth?”

“Her limp keeps her from playing with the other children. You know how protective your father is. But there’s a governess, and a nurse. Your parents have all they need.”

“And now they’re rid of what they don’t need. I can’t believe he did this.” I have to turn my back on Officer Winicki and take a breath. No one sees me cry.

“I probably shouldn’t tell you this. But, a few times, your mother tried to have me smuggle a letter to you. When your father caught on, he threatened to kick me out of my apartment. Well, decent rent is hard to find in this district.”

“Thanks for trying,” I say, running my sleeve under my nose, then facing him again.

He puts his hand on my shoulder. “I tried every time. I was there when he washed his hands of you for the last time, remember? Even tore up your birth certificate. Didn’t think he’d go that far, but you know your father, Abra. After that jewelry store robbery with that petty thief schmuck … what was his name?”

“Sniper.”

“Sniper. That’s him.” Winicki shakes his head. “Worthless street-hound. You know how he’ll end up someday.”

“There.” I point down to my own gravestone.

“Time will heal it all, Abra. Just give it some time. Get yourself a job, clean yourself up, find a good man. Show them you turned out respectable. Prove them wrong. But now? Not now. Your mother is so sick. When you go back, go back a woman. Not … this.” He indicates my clothes—the only clothes a girl can wear and survive the streets I run in, the crowds I run with, unless she’s whoring and needs to advertise. But he wouldn’t understand that. “Come on. I need to get back on patrol.” He digs into his pocket and pulls out some coins. “Here, get yourself a—”

“No, thanks. I have money.” I’ve done a lot of things, but I’ve never taken charity and I’ve never begged. Must be a bit of Goldstein arrogance in me after all.

“Do you need anything? A place to stay?”

“No, I have a place.”

“Okay, then. Just give it time.”

“Look, don’t tell them you saw me.”

He smiles kindly. “You have my word, Abra.” He backs away and I give him a slight nod goodbye.

Alone now with my gravestone, I try to laugh. So, I’m dead to them. Dead and even buried. Gone and forgotten. Not even a damn memory stone to show someone’s visited. I look around and raid an adjoining grave of the rocks placed there, tossing them down on my own grave. I wipe my face and walk back around the block toward our—their—house. Not sure why.

Father always did do well with Mother’s money. They own several apartment buildings in this neighborhood. I wonder how many bank boards Father sits on top of, overseeing the Jewish Mercantile League. They all reek of respect like I reek of the sewers.

I slow as I walk by, staying in the shadows. Just one quick look. Just a glance. I pause long enough to listen carefully to the squeaking sound. I know that sound! Now, her sweet voice! That song! I taught it to her!

I look past the high, ornate wrought-iron fence holding in our yard. It’s her! Ruthie! Rocking on the wooden horse I bought her with stolen money. Look at her go! I wonder where she’s riding to, or who she’s riding from. She’s so tiny! She’s barely grown at all! At five, shouldn’t she be bigger? Stronger? But look at her! That porcelain face! We’re both blondes, but damn! She’s the beauty.

“Well, as I live and breathe. Look who’s doing the same.”

Sniper! Easy, Arab, easy. I turn around and see we’re the same height now. “Think of the devil and his imp appears,” I mutter.

“Were you just thinking about me?” he asks, putting his hands to his chest. “How sweet of you.” He nods toward Ruthie. “Adorable little girl, huh?”

“Yes. Very,” I reply, keeping a chill in my voice, my face in the shadows.

“Word on the street is, you want to see me. I’m flattered. Fact is, I want to see you, too.”

“And you just happened to be in the neighborhood,” I say, looking behind him in case I need a fast escape. “Nice coincidence.”

“Come now, Arab. People in our line of work don’t rely on coincidences. Got a great gang now. Sees all, knows all, tells all.” He gives a sharp whistle and waves off a man in the distance. The man waves back and disappears into the shadows.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t hang around this area. The police are after you.” Seeing him here, this close to Ruthie, scares me. Ruthie is none of his business.

He laughs. God, I remember that laugh! Arrogant, confident, dangerous. “If I stayed away from every area just because of the police—well, Arab, you can see that would be impossible. Maybe even unmanly.”

I watch his face carefully. This is what I’ve wanted for two years now. Or thought I wanted. What is he now, nineteen? Twenty? His dark stubble makes his fair skin look all the paler. There’s a fresh scar right through his lips, giving a slur to his speech. He has a steely grittiness to him. Much more than I remember. Well, I’ve got grit now, too.

Ruthie stops rocking and I want to get him away from her, and fast. I start walking toward the nearest bus stop.

“Hey, wait up! You don’t just walk away …” he calls after me.

I keep walking. I don’t like this gnawing feeling inside me.

He catches up, a little out of breath. “So, where you been hiding all this time?”

“Finishing school.”

“Well, you ‘finished’ into a real man-sized woman.” He pulls my arm and swings me around. He runs his eyes down and back up. “Or should I say a woman-sized man? Tell the truth, jury’s still out about you … Well, a couple of boys in the gang, you remember them, Digger and some other kid, found drowned in the river, I forget his name. Anyway, we had us a bet going. She a lezzie or not and who’s going to find out?” He pulls me closer to him with a fist in my sweater.

I bat his hand away. “You’d be the last one to find out.” My heart’s going a full throttle and I can’t stop it. I join the line of people waiting for the bus.

“My little Arab. All grown up. You know, let’s us go have a nice quiet drink some place and—”

I indicate the flash of diamond on his pinky finger. “Nice ring. Wherever did you get it?”

“Oh, come on now, Arab. You’re not going to hold that against me, are you?”

“You set me up, Sniper.”

“Nobody put a gun to your back and made you do it.”

“You planned all along to throw me to the wolves when you needed an innocent, little sweet thing who just happened to speak Yiddish.”

“Can I help it if the old Yid jeweler pulled a gun?” He shrugs his shoulders, mimicking the Jew he is.

“I got tossed away for two years because of you, Sniper.”

“Poor little rich girl Abra Goldstein. Got tossed into some sweet boarding school with all the trimmings. Yeah, I heard. Must be nice to have an old man with connections. Anyone else in my gang would have been tossed into Pawiak Prison for ten years. You froze, you got caught, so you can’t hold that against me,” he whispers, close to my face. His warm breath reeks of garlic, beer, and tobacco. He pulls me close. “But I know other things you can hold against me.”

“You’ll never live that long.” I glare into his eyes and find all the same perilous opportunities glaring back.

He slowly gives me his now-crooked smile. “Well, can’t blame a man for trying. You know, darling, I’m fixed up sweet now. Kinging a good gang. Sure could use you, if you’re looking to gang up again.” He nods his head toward my old home. “And say, bring along your sweet little baby sister. If she’s anything like you, what a shill I could make of—”

I grab him and push him back, upsetting two people waiting for the bus. I shove him again and he stumbles, tangled in a hedge. “Don’t you ever, ever even mention my sister, Sniper, or I swear I’ll kill you!”

My kick to his groin is hard, fast, and a direct hit. He folds in half, falls back, and writhes in pain, moaning as he grasps his crotch. Love that sound! He’s now an easy mark. I rifle through his pockets and take everything—cash, cigarettes, and switchblade. The pinky ring is on good and tight so I leave it for another day.

“Oh, stop whimpering, Sniper. It’s so … unmanly,” I say down to him.

I hop the bus, ignoring the looks from the other passengers. My outfit, my smell, my “I dare you” attitude. I watch the top of my parents’ apartment buildings two blocks down disappear into the tree tops. Nothing left for me there. All I have now is the memory of Ruthie’s song, the squeak of a rocking horse, an empty grave, and a switchblade.

I pull my collar up, my cap down, and get off at the stop closest to the underside of Warsaw, where I feel right at home.



IV.

After a few nights’ sleep and some decent food, I turn my sights toward Lizard’s haunt, Three Crosses Square. Lizard, with his charming smile and affable manner—always a smile and a nod for the ladies, especially with unguarded pocketbooks; always a joke and a handshake for the gentlemen, especially with loose-fitting rings.

I spot him on some steps, lean up against a pillar, and watch. What an artist! Look how he flashes those newspapers. Wonder what newsstand he stole them from. What is Lizard now? Eighteen? Let’s see now—I remember he’s a loyal Pole, so no talking politics; he’s a good Catholic when it’s convenient, so no talking religion. But mostly, I remember he’s the best confidence artist in all of Warsaw. Could con a baby out of its mother’s arms.

There’s a younger boy not far away, attracting customers. Lizard’s great with those little urchins. Much more patient that I ever was with the babies in my gang. I grin, seeing Lizard’s pockets bulging with other items to sell: candy, cigarettes, lighters, hell, maybe even a moving picture camera or two! It’s too hot for a coat but his is there on the steps—his portable department store.

I watch in awe for several minutes. I have to wonder where I’d be now, if not for Sniper, if not for the jeweler, if not for Vienna. I take a few steps closer.

“Got a cigarette for an old friend?”

He whips around and, look there! He doesn’t recognize me. I take my cap off and ruffle my short hair. That does it.

“Jesus, Joseph, and Mary!” he exclaims.

“No, just Arab.”

“Arab?” The gold tooth he used to brag about is missing. “You’re alive!”

“To some I am.”

“How long have you been back in town?” He offers me his hand and we shake.

“About a week.”

“Well, why’d you take so long to look me up?”

“It’s just been a mad social whirl.”

“Last I heard, your old man sent you to some ooh-la-la girls’ school somewhere.”

“Vienna. Wanted to learn how to waltz.”

He laughs hard. “Well, I’m glad you waltzed back into Warsaw!” He pulls me aside, taking me in from head to toe. “Look at you! You’ve grown, you’ve …” He turns me around. “But we need to find you a new couturier. You’re getting too old—dare I say pretty?—for this tomboy shit.”

“It’s what all the fashion-monger street arabs are wearing this season in Vienna.”

He hands out a newspaper and takes a coin. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“Say, Arab, I’ve been walking around with a rock in my shoe for some time now.” His voice is now low and sincere.

“Well, I thought you’d be smart enough to stop and shake it out, Lizard.” I give him a playful shove.

“No, I owe you one. You got to believe me, I had no idea Sniper would put you up to that jewelry job. I never would have introduced you to his gang. Can you forgive me?”

“Ah, don’t worry. I was young and stupid.”

There’s an awkward pause and then our eyes meet.

“Well, we were all young and stupid,” he says. “All of us. But hey, let’s talk about success, not failure.”

“Always the optimist, eh, Lizard?”

“Well, you either laugh or you cry.”

“Yeah. And if you cry, you die,” I say, my voice a bit harder. A little piece of me wants to show him how much I’ve changed.

He catches my eye. “Guess you’ve grown wise, huh?”

“Wise as Solomon. Had my own gang in Vienna.”

“Thank you, sir!” he says, selling another paper. “Come on, I know a place. I’ll buy you lunch. You look like you could use some meat on your bones.”

Lizard hands the remaining stack of papers to the little boy. “And don’t take any slugs,” Lizard warns him, pretending to bite down on a coin to check it.

The little boy smiles up at him, displaying two missing front teeth. Lizard smiles back. “Okay, just watch, then. And make sure you go find your brother after. He’s shining shoes on the corner. I want you off the streets before dark.”

The little boy nods, holds up a paper, and lisps to the passersby, “Ga-sthzety! Ga-sthzety!”

“You’ve always looked out for your gang, haven’t you?” I say as we walk down the steps.

“Wish I’d looked out better for you. Anyway, someone has to watch out for these brats.”

“How many do you have?”

“Six. Warsaw has never lacked for orphans and little beggars.” He leads us away from the square, down an alley to a cheap alehouse.

We order beer and sandwiches. “So tell me, what’s the news on the outside?” Lizard asks. “I mean, you say you were in Vienna? Were you there for the Anschluss? Saw the newsreels. Impressive! Tens of thousands of people cheering Hitler’s—what do they call it? Unification?”

“Make that a quarter of a million people. Raked in a small fortune picking pockets while they were being ‘unified.’”

“You’ve got to love a distracted crowd,” Lizard says, sipping his beer.

“Until you get caught,” I say, frowning. “Got a little too careless.”

“The great Arab of Warsaw? Thought you said you grew wise. Tsk, tsk.”

“As good as any other reason to come back to Warsaw. Except timing has never been my strong suit. Does the expression ‘from the frying pan into the fire’ mean anything to you?” I say, catching his eye.

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve seen this.” I tap the table for emphasis. “I know what’s coming. Take a deep breath, Lizard. What you smell is war. Right over there.” I point west.

“Well, we have an army. Air force. Cavalry.”

“Hell, there’s an image! A horse and a rider up against a German tank,” I say, recalling the panzer tanks rolling into Austria by the dozen. “Best you could hope for is a horse crapping on one.”

He lets out a long sigh. “You’re right. I just don’t know what’s going to happen to me, mine, my boys. Everything.”

“I’ll tell you what’s going to happen, Lizard. Where there’s war, there’s opportunity. And I intend on surviving just fine.”

“Easy for you to say. You can kiss your father’s ring, beg forgiveness, and live back home.”

“Hell no.”

“Then what? I’ll tell you, Arab, there are no jobs here in Warsaw. No legitimate jobs, that is. Military is asking for sign-ups, but I don’t think you’ll pass the physical, even dressed like that.”

I feel a sneeze coming on and reach for the scented hankie in my pack. As I tug it out, my beat-up notebook comes with it. Lizard spots it and pulls it out. I reach for it, but he holds it beyond my reach.

“Well, I remember this,” he says, leafing through it. “Your, what, diary? Journal, for your little poems?”

I snatch it back and put it away.

“I thought maybe you’d become a writer or something in Vienna. It’s perfect for starving poets, they say.”

I scoot my chair back a bit. “I actually learned a lot in Vienna. And it has nothing to do with poetry,” I say, leading him away from the subject of my weak and weary scribblings.

“Such as?”

“Learned some new cons. Some counterfeiting. And I don’t care how deep a pocket is—I can get in and out of it before the mark even breaks wind.”

He laughs. “Same old Arab. Cocky as the Queen of Hearts!”

“So, I’m thinking … my skills, your skills, your boys … your shining personality, my dazzling good looks …”

“Gang up together?”

“Well, I prefer to think of it as a club. Called mine the Meet Me in Hell Club. Who doesn’t like to join a club? Bet we can find some fine young men, like I had in Vienna.”

“Fine young men? How many ‘fine young men’ did you ‘have’?” he asks, raising his eyebrows.

A bit of a silence. I’m leaving it at that. “So, I hear you and Sniper have a bit of a turf war going on.”

He laughs. “Ha! I got a feeling our little turf war is going to be child’s play if what you say is true, and the Krauts do set up housekeeping here. How’s your German?”

“Excellent, actually. Another thing I picked up in Vienna. So, it’s settled?” I say, raising my second glass of beer to Lizard. “Team?”

“Jawohl,” he answers. “That and nein are all I know. Think it’ll be enough?”

“It will be if you stick with me. Only, let’s get one thing settled, right here and now.”

“Oh great, already the female is calling the shots,” he says, giving my arm a shove.

I sit up straighter and look him in the eye. “I’m serious, Lizard. We’re fifty-fifty on this. But I warn you, I’ve changed. A lot. I won’t be pushed or bullied or made a fool. Like before.”

He cocks his head. “I think you’re confusing me with Sniper.”

“Just so you know. No one takes advantage of me. Not anymore.”

“Uh-huh,” he says, running his tongue through the hole where his gold tooth used to be—a habit I see he’s formed when thinking. “Well, okay then. Shake?”

“Shake.”

“I got to get back to my boys. How about we meet up here in, what, say a week? That give you enough time to get settled?”

“Deal. One week. That makes it …” I mentally count off the days.

“September first,” he says. “Right here.”


SEPTEMBER, 1939



I.

What the hell was that? I sit up straight in bed. All sounds seem louder in this cheap, rooftop garret. Thunder?

Another huge boom! The whole building rocks! That’s not thunder! I grab my pants, haul them on as I trip toward the window. The air is cut by the whine of the air raid siren. Another drill? At what, six in the morning?

The siren clashes with a new sound from the skies and becomes an ear-piercing, steady drone. I look up. The planes appear.

“Messerschmitts,” I whisper. God, they look almost otherworldly! Like dozens of flying black crosses in formation. For a second, I’m mesmerized by them.

I look around. Quick! What do I need? My coat, my cash, my journal—stuff it all into my satchel and sling it over my shoulder. What else? I grab my shoes, not bothering with the laces. Already the hallway is filling with confused, half-awake people. I weave my way through them, down the stairs, no eye contact, no nothing. Get out, fast!

Outside, half-clothed people are running in every direction, mumbling, crying, shouting.

Where do I go?

What shelter is closest?

What the hell is happening?

A shell hits nearby. Chunks of brick, wood, glass, and concrete blast up and then rain down and I plaster myself against a building. Back alleys! Come on, Arab. Move! You know where you are! This is my territory. I know every deserted cellar, every vacant building, and every back alley in this district. Knowing is easy, but getting there in this chaos, fire raining down, everything exploding all around me, is another.

Billows of dust and smoke choke the streets. Cars speed about, honking. People scream; a runaway horse nearly levels me. Some people are paralyzed, frozen in horror.

Then, two smaller planes come screeching down, barely missing the building tops. Who knew an airplane could fly so low, so fast, and rain machine gun fire at targets—people targets? Some people—targets—stop to look up, dumbfounded, and they’re shot before my eyes.

I feel a tug on my pants cuff. “Help. Help,” a woman calls up. She’s covered in blood. Her child is in her arms. “Take her. For the love of God, take her!” the woman pleads. “Get her to safety.”

The sky grows even darker as the planes circle back around.

“Please! Save my daughter!” the woman cries out, spitting blood. Her daughter is barely moving. What do I do? I can’t take her! I can’t … God, this little girl could just as easily be my Ruthie. The plane is coming in for another pass and I snatch the child up, hold her to my chest, her tiny legs bobbing against me as I run.

I duck in the nearest alley and try to get my bearings. The child moans softly. “Mama, Mama.”

I cradle her head to my shoulder. “Sh,” I say. I look around and spot a door. I gently set the child down and use a garbage can lid to break the door window. I reach around, unlatch the door, grab the child again, and stop. The cool air brings the scents of fresh cut pine, paint, and varnish. I feel for the first step down, but it’s not a step, it’s a ramp.

Another crash comes from above. The child whimpers. I feel her warm blood soaking through my shirt. I slowly feel my way down the ramp and shuffle over to the wall. I sit down and place the child on my lap. She’s not heavy. Maybe three? Four? I remember Ruthie, sobbing in my arms before I was sent away.

I reach for my pack and feel around for my lighter.

It works on the third click. My eyes sting, but I can see around me. Good God. I’m surrounded by coffins. Well, this place should be busy tomorrow. I damn myself for thinking it. The child’s groan brings me back to the here and the now. I hold the lighter over her head, but I have to look away. What can I do? The gash along her shoulder is deep. Too deep. I didn’t know blood could be this dark. I take my jacket off and wrap it around her, tying the sleeves together to apply pressure. I hold her to me and rock her back and forth. Her crying has all but stopped.

I light a cigarette and watch the smoke drift off into the warehouse. A long silence. Is it over? Then I hear the loudest boom yet! I protect the girl’s head. There is a gust of smoke and dust from the alley above.

Finally, silence, for what seems like an hour. The sirens blast. It’s the all-clear signal. All clear, I think to myself. Nothing’s all clear out there. I get to my feet, carry the little girl up the ramp, and look through the alley before going out. The crates, cans, boxes are now scattered and smashed up against the walls. I can barely make my way through the rubble. A chalky haze rises like fog in the morning sun.

I stop, looking into the street, unable to take this all in. I lean back against the wall and pull in deep, steady breaths. I look down at the child, now limp and heavy in my arms. Her death rattle came just after the all-clear.

People start milling about, crying, calling, cursing.

I find the child’s mother, right where I last saw her, only now a tree branch has fallen across her legs. I kneel and carefully place the child next to her mother—face to face. This is where the child should have died—here, in her mother’s arms. I empty the pockets of my jacket, pull out a wad of bloodstained money and the scented hankie, also soaked with blood. I place the jacket over their faces.

I turn my back. Unsteady, I have to lean against the side of a building. I put my head back and look at the now empty sky. Blue, serene, none the worse for wear. Looking up means the tears flow back into my ears and can’t wash down my face, cleanse away the splatters of blood, and tell the world how very, very scared I am.

I go back to the rubble in the street. People are milling about, crying, screaming out names, moving debris, dousing fires. Are they moving in slow motion or am I just seeing them that way?

I wipe my face with my sleeve and walk away.

I slip into the safe, dark comfort of the nearest sewer.



II.

“Arab!”

I turn and look around. I know the voice, but here in all this chaos and rubble … “Lizard!”

We’re in each other’s arms, holding, soothing, holding tighter. “You’re all right?” he asks.

“Yes, yes. You?”

“Two of my boys.
OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
THE
GIRL
WHO

WOULDN'T
DIE





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE
GIRL
WHOD

WOULDNT
DIE

R A NSDFASIENE PYENARIENE

Sky Pony Press
New York





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





