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 Chapter 1: The Photograph

Maja turned her head toward the bedside table, her hand brushing against the worn fabric of the quilt. There it was—Stanisław’s photograph. 
He stood tall in the image, dressed in his military uniform, his hat perched at the slightest angle that always made her smile. She could almost hear his voice, steady and reassuring, as he told her the war would be over soon. That he would return. That nothing would change. But everything had changed.

Maja lifted the photograph carefully, running her thumb over its surface. The edges were worn from years of handling, the once-crisp image dulled by the passage of time.  Three years. She counted them every morning, like rosary beads. Today would be no different.
She clutched the image tightly, her fingers trembling. “Three years,” she whispered to the silent room, her voice cracking. “It’s been three years, Staszek.”  

   The house was quiet, save for the faint crackle of the dying fire in the kitchen stove. Maja pulled herself from the bed and wrapped a shawl around her shoulders, the wool scratchy but warm. She slipped the photograph back onto the bedside table, careful as though it might shatter, and padded softly to the kitchen.  
  
   The familiar motions grounded her. She added a log to the embers, the fire springing back to life. She kneaded a lump of dough for baking, her hands pressing rhythmically into the floury mass, and hummed an old lullaby—a tune her mother used to sing. 

“Mama?”  

She turned to find Aleksander standing in the doorway, rubbing sleep from his eyes. His school satchel hung limply from one shoulder, its strap patched so many times it was barely holding together. He looked so much like his father at that age—messy dark hair, sharp cheekbones, and eyes that always seemed to be carrying secrets.  

“You’re up early, kochanie (darling),” Maja said gently, wiping her hands on her apron. “Come. Sit down.”  

“I’m not hungry,” Alek mumbled, edging toward the door.  

Maja crossed the room quickly and placed a firm hand on his shoulder, steering him toward the kitchen table. “Not in my house, you aren’t. Sit.”  

Reluctantly, he obeyed, slumping into a chair. She placed a plate in front of him—bread still warm from the oven and a thin slice of cheese. She poured him a cup of tea, the steam curling into the cool morning air.  

“You need to eat,” she said, her tone softer now. “How will you grow strong if you don’t?”  

Alek took a bite of bread, chewing slowly. “I’m not a little kid, Mama. I’ll be fine.”  

She chuckled, smoothing his hair as she sat beside him. “You’re my child, no matter how big you get. Even when you’re as tall as the barn, I’ll still tell you to eat your bread.”  

That earned her a faint smile, though he quickly tried to hide it.  

Maja studied him, her heart tightening. He was growing too fast. His pants were too short at the ankles, and his boots were patched beyond repair. She would have to find work soon—anything to buy him something new before winter set in. 

“Are you ready for school?” she asked, brushing crumbs from his cheek.  

He nodded. “I finished my homework last night.”  

“That’s my boy.” She ruffled his hair affectionately, but her hand lingered for a moment longer. “And Alek…”  

He looked up, mid-sip of tea.  

“Be careful, sweetheart. Watch where you go after school and stay away from that Aron boy,” she added, her tone darkening. “Jews bring trouble, Alek. Demons in disguise, they are. Always wanting more than they’re owed.”

Alek didn’t argue, though his jaw tightened. He knew better than to challenge her. Instead, he nodded, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, and left the house, the bread clutched in one hand and his thoughts elsewhere.

[bookmark: _ahs9g1191q0c]And then he was gone, swallowed by the gray morning. Maja stood at the window, watching him disappear down the road. She whispered a prayer under her breath, clutching the photograph to her chest.
[bookmark: _mb1pcr44jmrp]“Watch over him, Staszek,” she murmured. “Keep him safe.”
---



Chapter 2: The Walk


He hated this walk.

It wasn’t the cold or the path that got under his skin—it was everything else. The sagging roofs, the rusted carts abandoned in the fields, the way the village always seemed to close in around him. 

He passes the …

He thought of Aniela as he walked by. She used to sit in that trolley, her golden hair catching the sunlight as she laughed with her friends. Now, the farm had swallowed her whole. Ever since her mother’s death, Aniela had vanished from the village, trapped behind the wooden gates of her family’s farm. Alek wondered if she ever thought of him or if she even remembered the boy who used to share his school books with her. Did she miss him too?

Lost in thought, Alek almost didn’t see Aron until the boy called out to him.

“Alek!”

Aron stood by the school gate, his thin frame wrapped in a too-large coat. His round glasses crooked on his face. He waved, his smile as bright as the winter sun. Alek grinned back, quickening his pace to join him.

“Morning, chudy (polish word for skinny),” Alek joked, nudging Aron’s shoulder.

Aron laughed, adjusting the cap on his head. “If I’m Chudy, you’re the fool who befriended me. Come on, let’s go inside before Mr. Galick decides to lock us out again.”

They entered the school together, the old brick building groaning with the weight of its history. Inside, the air was damp and smelled faintly of ink and mildew.

---



Chapter 3: The Attack

The day started as any other—Mr. Galick barking out lessons, the students dutifully scribbling notes, and Aron slipping Alek little drawings on scraps of paper when the teacher wasn’t looking. But by midday, everything changed.

The first sound was faint, like distant thunder. Then came the screaming.

Mr. Galick stopped mid-sentence, his chalk clattering to the floor. The students froze, eyes wide with fear.

“Everyone, under the desks!” Mr. Galick shouted, his voice trembling.
      
But Alek wasn’t listening. He was looking out the window, where a plume of smoke was rising in the distance.

“Alek,” Aron whispered, tugging at his sleeve. “We have to move.”

“There’s a window,” Alek said, his voice steady despite the chaos around him. “By the back wall. It’s hidden from the yard.”

Aron nodded, understanding immediately. Together, they pushed through the panicked crowd of students, making their way to the small, narrow window.

“You first,” Aron said.

Alek hesitated for a moment, then climbed onto the ledge. The ground below was uneven, a mix of dirt and rocks, but he didn’t have time to think. He jumped.

The impact jarred his knees, but he landed safely. Aron followed, his hand catching on a rusty nail as he climbed out. He winced but didn’t cry out, holding his bleeding palm tightly as they ran.

Behind them, the sounds of artillery grew louder.
( Carolyn note later- Add more with Aron’s family) 
More build-up, develop Aron more 

They ran. 

Feet pounding, legs pumping, breathing rapid. Ran until their feet were numb and their lungs burned like a stovetop. Running, panting, more Running. Running until the sound of shotgun shells was nothing more than a memory, a sound from their past. They ran until the old school was nothing more than a silhouette in the distance fading into the fog. 

Aron gave out first. He collapsed rolling into the underbrush, he was panting as though there was not enough air in the world that would fill his lungs, not enough water in the ocean to quench his thirst. But Alek kept running, his feet pounding into the earth until he collapsed too. 

They were in a forest by a small creek that smelt of summer days long gone.



Chapter 4: The Forest

The forest was dense and dark, the bare branches clawing at the sky like skeletal fingers. 

“We can’t stay here,” Alek said, his breath coming in short gasps. “The Russians will comb the forest.”

Aron nodded, pressing his hand against his coat to stem the bleeding. “Do you think anyone else got out?”

Alek didn’t answer. He didn’t want to think about the others, about the faces he might never see again.

A sudden rustling nearby made them both freeze. Alek reached for a rock, his heart pounding as a figure emerged from the shadows.

It was a soldier—Russian, judging by his uniform. He couldn’t have been older than seventeen.

The soldier raised his rifle, his hands shaking. Alek braced himself, ready to fight or flee, but then the soldier did something unexpected.

He lowered the rifle.

The boy muttered something in Russian, his voice soft, almost regretful. Then he turned and walked away, disappearing into the trees.

Alek and Aron exchanged a glance, neither of them daring to speak.



More here more Aron, More Alek
---



Chapter 5: The Dairy Farm

It was Aron’s idea to flag down the wagon. The rickety contraption rumbled along the dirt path as they crouched behind a thicket, debating their next move.

“If we keep walking, we’ll freeze,” Aron argued, his teeth chattering. “And we’re too close to the village. They’ll find us.”

Alek sighed, wiping the sweat from his brow despite the cold. “Fine. But if this farmer’s with the Russians—”

“He won’t be,” Aron interrupted, though his voice lacked conviction.

They waited for the wagon to draw closer before stepping onto the path. The driver, an older man with a weathered face and a sharp gaze pulled his horse to a halt.

“Help you boys?” he asked, his accent thick.

“We need work,” Alek said quickly. “We can pay for a ride—later. Just give us a chance.”

The man eyed them both, his gaze lingering on Aron’s bleeding hand and their disheveled clothes. Finally, he nodded toward the back of the wagon.

“Get in. I’ve got cows that need milking, and my sons are useless for it.”


---

 The dairy farm sat on the outskirts of a small village, its barn sprawling and pungent with the smell of hay and manure. The farmer, whose name they learned was Mr. Kowalski, introduced them to his wife and two sons. Anya, a stout, pudgy woman with sunken blue eyes so light they were almost sliver and shocking dark curly hair. The twins Szymon and Filip both looked exactly as their father did, tall lanky with sandy blonde hair and dull brown eyes.

“We’ve got no room in the house,” he said gruffly, tossing a blanket at Alek. “You’ll sleep in the barn. Don’t try stealing anything, or I’ll find you.”

It wasn’t much, but it was shelter.

—

That night Alek shifts uncomfortably, the straw scratchy and damp beneath him. The smell of mildew was almost nauseating and the fact he was starving didn’t help either. Earlier that day he had woken up in his bed, in his house, with his mother—now he’s alone, well with Aron, but he’s alone in a cold barn hiding from the Red Army.

“Hey”, Aron interrupted, he looked as if though he was trying to understand the cogs within Alek’s head

”Yeah”, Alek murmured his eyes distant, “my mama’s going to kill me.”

Aron nods, “Mine too.”

It was quiet for the rest of the night, neither of them wanted to face it, the unspoken yet undeniable truth that weighed down on them like an anvil. Their Mama’s wouldn’t ever get the chance to kill them, because they wouldn’t be coming home—ever. 

There wasn’t a home to come back to, not for them. 
—

The next morning 

Over the next few weeks, Alek and Aron settled into a routine. They rose before dawn to milk the cows, their hands red and raw from the cold. The work was grueling, but it kept them warm, and Mr. Kowalski paid them just enough to survive. - expand this 






Chapter 6: A Shared Light

Snow blanketed the farm on the night Aron celebrated his first Christmas. The Kowalskis were kind enough to invite the boys inside for the meal, though Mr. Kowalski grumbled about "freeloaders."

The table was laden with roasted meats, boiled potatoes, and a special treat: pickled herring. Aron sat awkwardly at the edge, his wide eyes taking in the glittering candles and the warmth of the room.

“You’ve never celebrated Christmas?” Alek asked in a low voice, passing him a slice of bread.

Aron shook his head. “No. But I’ve celebrated Hanukkah. It’s…different.”

“How different?” Alek pressed, genuinely curious.

Aron hesitated, then smiled. “Eight nights, for one thing. And it’s not about gifts—it’s about survival. The light lasted longer than it should have. It was a miracle.”

Alek glanced at the single candle burning on the table. For a moment, he imagined what it might be like to light one for eight nights, to pray for something as simple yet vital as light.

“You think there’s a miracle for us?” Alek asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Aron didn’t answer, but his expression said everything. They would have to make their own.


---

Chapter 7: The Train

By the end of January, they had saved enough money to buy train tickets to Warsaw. Saying goodbye to the Kowalskis was easier than Alek expected; Mr. Kowalski’s gruff demeanor made affection impossible. But Aron surprised him, hugging the farmer’s wife tightly before they left.

“Thank you,” Aron said, his voice thick with emotion.

“Stay safe, boy,” she replied, her hand lingering on his shoulder for a moment longer than necessary.

The train station was chaos. Families huddled together, soldiers barked orders, and the air was thick with the acrid scent of coal smoke. Alek and Aron boarded with the rest of the crowd, clutching their meager belongings.

They found seats near the back of the car, Aron pressing his face to the glass as the countryside blurred by.

“You hear that?” Aron asked suddenly, gesturing toward a group of men a few rows ahead. They were speaking in German, their voices low but urgent.

“They’re talking about the war,” Aron said, his face pale. “They’re saying it’s over. The Soviets are retreating.”

Alek’s stomach churned. The Polish-Soviet War had loomed over them like a dark cloud, its battles consuming the lives of men like his father. He should have felt relief, but all he felt was emptiness.

The men’s conversation shifted to other matters, one of them standing to retrieve his coat. Aron nudged Alek, his eyes narrowing.

“Look at his foot,” Aron whispered.

Alek glanced down. The man’s left foot was twisted, the leather of his boot stretched oddly over the deformity. He looked back at Aron, confused.

“Who is he?” Alek asked.

“I don’t know,” Aron replied, his voice barely audible. “But I don’t like him.”


—

Add like 4 chapters here of character development 

Chapter 8: Berlin

By the time the train reached Berlin, Alek and Aron had made up their minds. They wouldn’t get off in Poznań as planned. They would stay hidden until the train reached its final stop.

The city was overwhelming, its streets teeming with life and danger. They kept to the shadows, scavenging what they could and sleeping in abandoned buildings.

But Berlin was a city on the edge. Tensions simmered, and the streets were alive with whispers of rebellion.

On the morning of March 13, 1920, the city erupted.

Alek and Aron were caught in the chaos of the Kapp Putsch, the attempted coup by right-wing forces. The sound of gunfire filled the air, and people screamed as soldiers marched through the streets.

They tried to run, but Aron stumbled, clutching his side.

“Go!” he shouted, his voice hoarse.

“I’m not leaving you!” Alek yelled, grabbing his arm.

But it was too late. A stray bullet struck Aron, and he collapsed to the ground.

“No!” Alek screamed, dropping to his knees.

Aron’s eyes met his, filled with pain and something else—peace.

“Alek,” he whispered, his voice barely audible. “Run.”

And then he was gone.

Chapter 9: Ashes and Shadows

Alek didn’t run. Not at first.

He stayed kneeling by Aron’s body, his trembling hands hovering over his friend’s chest as if he could will him back to life. The streets around him were chaos—shouting, the thunder of boots on cobblestones, and the acrid smell of smoke mingled with the metallic tang of blood.

Someone shoved Alek from behind, jolting him back to reality.

“Move, boy!” a man barked, his uniform bearing the insignia of the German Freikorps. “You want to die here?”

Alek scrambled to his feet, his heart pounding. He looked down at Aron one last time, his friend’s pale face already slack with death, and felt his stomach churn with helpless rage. The soldier grabbed Alek’s arm and dragged him toward an alley.

“Leave him!” the man snapped when Alek resisted.

“No!” Alek cried. “He’s—he’s—”

“Dead,” the soldier said flatly. “And you’ll be too if you don’t get out of here.”

Alek’s vision blurred with tears, but he let himself be pulled away. Aron’s body disappeared in the chaos behind him.


---

The next few hours passed in a haze. Alek found himself in a grimy tenement building with a group of refugees huddled in fear. Someone pressed a tin cup of water into his hands, but he couldn’t drink. His throat felt like it was full of ash.

“He’s gone,” Alek whispered to no one in particular, his voice cracking. “I left him.”

The words tasted like poison. Aron had been his anchor, his light in the darkness. Now he was gone, and Alek had nothing.

The next morning, Alek wandered the city in a daze. The streets were littered with debris, and the air was heavy with despair. He didn’t know where he was going until he found himself outside a nondescript brick building with smoke curling from its chimney.

It was a crematorium.

Alek froze. He hadn’t realized where the soldiers would tandake Aron’s body. His stomach twisted as the realization sank in. Aron’s faith had been so important to him,  now…now his body would be reduced to ashes, a fate Aron would have considered a violation of everything he believed in.

Alek stood there for what felt like hours, the weight of his failure pressing down on him. He wanted to scream, to claw at the walls, to tear down the sky itself, but he did nothing. He was empty.


---
( need to work on whole Character development and plot, is dad sexually abusive, yes how do I write this in ) 
Chapter 10: Aniela’s Escape

Spring 1922, Elk, Poland

Aniela slipped the envelope into the seam of her coat, her fingers trembling. It was late, and the farmhouse was silent except for the occasional creak of the wooden beams. Her father was snoring in his room, the sound deep and guttural like a bear in hibernation.

She pulled the thread taut, sewing the seam back together with practiced precision. Max’s letter had been clear: Keep the money hidden. He’ll take it if he finds it.a a big

Her brother’s voice echoed in her head as she worked. Max had always been her protector, even from thousands of miles away in America. The money he sent was enough to change her life, to free her from the suffocating grip of her father and the endless monotony of the farm.

She finished the last stitch and slipped the coat on. It was too big for her, the sleeves hanging past her wrists, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that she finally had a way out.


---

The next morning, Aniela went about her chores as usual, her heart pounding with anticipation. She fed the chickens, swept the yard, and prepared her father’s breakfast, all while rehearsing her plan in her mind.

“Katazyna!” her father bellowed from the barn.

She flinched but forced herself to stay calm. “Coming, Father!” There was no point, he never noticed she was his daughter anyway, not after her mother died. His Katazyna. 

She found him standing by the hayloft, his massive frame casting a long shadow in the morning light.

“Where’s the grain for the horses?” he demanded, his tone sharp.

“I’ll get it,” Aniela replied quickly, hurrying to the storage shed. Her father muttered something under his breath, but she ignored him.

This would be the last time he ordered her around.


---

That night, Aniela slipped out of the house with nothing but her coat and a small bundle of clothes. The village was quiet, the only sound was the rustling of leaves in the cool spring breeze.

She made her way to the train station, her heart racing with every step. She didn’t look back.

As the train pulled away from the station, Aniela allowed herself a small smile. For the first time in years, she felt free.


---

Chapter 11: The Depths of Berlin, 1920

Alek had changed.

Months had passed since Aron’s death, and the boy who had once dreamed of a brighter future was gone. In his place was someone harder, colder, and willing to do whatever it took to survive.

Berlin was a city of contrasts—decadence and despair, hope and hopelessness. Alek had fallen into the cracks, doing things he never thought he was capable of just to make it to the next day.

He avoided thinking about Aron as much as possible. The memories hurt too much, and he couldn’t afford to be weak.

But some nights, when the city was quiet and the shadows seemed to close in around him, Alek would close his eyes and see Aron’s face. He would hear his laugh, feel the warmth of his friendship, and for a moment, he would let himself grieve.

Those moments never lasted long.

—-

Chapter 12: Berlin Beckons

The train lurched forward, rattling along the tracks as Aniela clutched her bundle tightly against her chest. She stared out the window, watching the dark Polish countryside blur into shades of gray. Each turn of the wheels took her farther from Elk, from the farm, from her father’s iron grip.  

The coach was sparsely populated—a tired-looking mother and her child, a weathered man clutching a battered suitcase, and an old woman who kept nodding off, her head jerking with the rhythm of the train. Aniela kept her head low, her heart pounding every time the conductor entered the car. She had her ticket, but paranoia whispered in her ear: What if he knows? What if he sends you back?  

But no one noticed her. No one cared.  

---

By the time she reached Berlin, the city was waking up. The train pulled into the station with a metallic screech, and Aniela stepped onto the platform, blinking at the sheer scale of it all. Elk had been a small, sleepy village where everyone knew everyone’s business. Berlin was a labyrinth of towering buildings, bustling crowds, and a cacophony of sounds that threatened to overwhelm her.  

She clutched her coat tighter around her, feeling very small and very alone.  

---

The first few days were a blur of confusion. Aniela wandered the streets, her stomach growling and her feet aching. She didn’t dare spend much of Max’s money—it was for her journey to Paris and then America, not for frivolities like food or a place to sleep. Instead, she lived on scraps, bread crusts bought from street vendors, and the occasional piece of fruit.  

By the third night, she found herself in a park, huddled on a bench beneath her oversized coat. She stared up at the stars, their faint glow barely visible through the haze of the city.  

“Mother,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Am I doing the right thing?”  

No answer came, of course.  

---

It was on the fourth day that Aniela’s luck shifted. She had been standing outside a bakery, the smell of fresh bread making her stomach ache with longing, when she heard a voice behind her.  

“You look hungry.”  

Aniela spun around to see a young woman, not much older than herself, holding a paper bag of rolls. Her dark hair was pinned neatly under a stylish hat, and her eyes were sharp but kind.  

“I…I’m fine,” Aniela stammered, but her growling stomach betrayed her.  

The woman smiled and handed her a roll. “Here. You can’t think straight on an empty stomach.”  

Aniela hesitated, then took the roll, mumbling her thanks. She devoured it in seconds, the warm, flaky bread tasting like heaven.  

The woman watched her with a curious expression. “You’re not from here, are you?”  

Aniela shook her head.  

“Thought so. You’ve got that lost look about you. Where are you headed?”  

“Paris,” Aniela blurted out before she could stop herself.  

The woman raised an eyebrow. “Ambitious. And from Paris?”  

“America.”  

The woman let out a low whistle. “Well, you’re going to need more than scraps to get there.” She held out her hand. “Name’s Lotte. And you?”  

“Aniela.”  

“Aniela,” Lotte repeated, nodding. “Well, Aniela, I know a place where you can get work and a warm bed. It’s not much, but it’s better than freezing out here.”  

---

Lotte led Aniela to a small boarding house tucked away in a narrow alley. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was warm, and the landlady, Frau Köhler, didn’t ask too many questions. In exchange for cleaning the rooms and helping in the kitchen, Aniela was given a corner of a shared room and two meals a day.  

It was hard work, but Aniela didn’t mind. She saved every coin she earned, stashing it in the hidden seam of her coat alongside Max’s money.  

---

One evening, as Aniela scrubbed the floors of the dining room, she overheard a conversation between two boarders. They were artists, she’d learned, part of the city’s bohemian scene.  

“Paris,” one of them said, his voice thick with longing. “Now that is where you want to be. Berlin is exciting, yes, but Paris…it’s the heart of it all.”  

“Easier said than done,” the other replied. “You need connections. And money.”  

Aniela paused in her scrubbing, her heart sinking. She had hoped Berlin would be the hardest part of her journey, but it was becoming clear that Paris would be an even greater challenge.  

Still, she refused to give up.  

---

As the months passed, Aniela began to find her footing in the city. Lotte introduced her to other young women who, like her, were trying to carve out a better life. They shared stories, laughed over their struggles, and dreamed of brighter futures.  

But Berlin was not without its dangers. Aniela quickly learned to avoid certain streets and to keep her money close. She heard whispers of unrest, of protests and strikes, of a city teetering on the edge.  

One night, as she walked back to the boarding house, she stumbled upon a gathering in the square. A man was speaking passionately to a crowd, his voice rising and falling like a preacher’s. Aniela couldn’t understand all of his words, but the fervor in his tone made her uneasy.  

She hurried past, her heart racing.  

---

By the time winter arrived, Aniela had saved enough for a ticket to Paris. She stood on the platform at the train station, her breath visible in the frosty air, and clutched her bundle tightly.  

“Goodbye, Berlin,” she whispered as the train began to move.  

Ahead of her lay Paris, and beyond that, America.  

But as the city disappeared behind her, Aniela couldn’t shake the feeling that Berlin had left its mark on her. It was a city of beginnings and endings, and she was determined that her story would not end here.  

Chapter 13: The Crossing 

Alek stood on the dock, staring up at the massive steel hull of the ship that loomed over him like a great, indifferent beast. The name of the vessel, SS Friedrich der Große, was painted in bold letters along its side. Around him, a sea of humanity swirled—families clutching their belongings, children crying, men shouting in languages Alek couldn’t recognize.  

He tightened his grip on the small satchel that held everything he owned: a second shirt, a worn photograph of his mother, and a small bundle of cash he’d saved from long months of welding in Berlin.  

He glanced once more at the city behind him, Berlin’s jagged skyline still faintly visible in the mist. He thought of Aron, of his friend’s body left in the chaos of the Kapp Putsch, and he swallowed hard. This wasn’t just a departure; it was an escape.  

The call came to board, and Alek joined the line, shuffling forward step by step. His papers had been checked and rechecked, but his heart still pounded as he handed them to the officer at the gangway. The man barely looked at him before waving him through.  

And just like that, Alek was on his way to America.  

---

The steerage compartment was cramped and stifling, filled with the mingled smells of sweat, salt, and unwashed clothes. Alek found a narrow bunk near the far wall and set down his satchel. Around him, people spoke in hushed tones, their voices a patchwork of Polish, Yiddish, Italian, and German.  

For the first few hours, he stayed silent, watching the others and clutching the small cross that hung around his neck. The days of feeling safe, of trusting strangers, were long behind him.  

But as the ship began to move, a low murmur swept through the compartment. Alek followed the others to the deck, where they crowded against the railings to watch Europe fade into the distance.  

He stood there for hours, long after the coastline had disappeared, staring at the horizon.  

---

The days at sea were monotonous and grueling. The food was bland and sparse, and the constant rocking of the ship made it nearly impossible to sleep. Alek spent most of his time on deck, breathing in the cold, salty air and avoiding the crush of bodies below.  

It was there, on the third day, that he met Father Piotrowski. The priest was a small man with a broad face and kind eyes, his cassock looking out of place among the sea of threadbare coats.  

“You look troubled, my son,” the priest said in Polish, leaning against the railing beside Alek.  

Alek glanced at him, then turned back to the waves. “I’m fine.”  

Father Piotrowski, smiled faintly. “Fine men don’t stare at the ocean as if it holds the answers to all their problems.”  

Alek said nothing.  

The priest didn’t press him, but over the next few days, they crossed paths repeatedly. Bit by bit, Alek found himself opening up—about Aron, about Berlin, about the mother he’d left behind in Poland.  

“Do you pray?” the priest asked one evening as they stood beneath a sky full of stars.  

Alek hesitated. “I used to.”  

Father Piotrowski nodded, as if he’d expected that answer. “It’s never too late to start again.”  

---

On the seventh night, a storm rolled in. The ship heaved and pitched as waves crashed against its sides, sending passengers stumbling across the deck. Alek clung to the railing, his knuckles white, as the rain lashed against his face.  

   In the chaos, he thought of Aron again. He thought of the jump out of the schoolhouse window, of the blood dripping from Aron’s hand, of the way his friend had always seemed unshakable, even when the world was falling apart.  Even when he was bleeding out. 

Alek squeezed his eyes shut, muttering a prayer he hadn’t said since he was a child.  

---

When the storm passed, the ship was quieter. The passengers moved more slowly, their faces pale and drawn. But the next morning, as the sun broke through the clouds, a cry went up from the bow.  

“Land!”  

Alek pushed through the crowd, his heart pounding. There it was—the hazy silhouette of a city on the horizon.  

Ellis Island.  

---

The ship docked, and the passengers were herded like cattle through the immigration process. Alek waited in line for hours, clutching his papers and his satchel, his nerves frayed. When his turn finally came, the officer barely looked at him before stamping his documents and waving him through.  

Alek stepped out into the crisp autumn air, the sprawling skyline of New York City rising before him.  

It wasn’t Poland. It wasn’t Berlin. It wasn't anything that held the slightest inkling of familiarity.   

But it was a beginning.  

---

That night, Alek found himself in a crowded boarding house near the docks, sharing a room with three other men who spoke no Polish. He lay on the narrow cot, staring at the cracked ceiling, and for the first time in months, he let himself cry.  

Not for Berlin, or for Poland.  

But for Aron.  

Because Aron should have been here, not him. Aron, with his sharp wit and stubborn optimism, would have loved the energy of this place, the promise of something new.  

Alek clutched the small cross around his neck and whispered into the darkness. “I’ll make this worth it, Aron. I swear.”  

And as the city buzzed around him, Alek began to dream of what his new life could be.  

Chapter 14: The Goodbye

Aniela stood at the edge of the train platform, the cool Berlin morning air biting at her skin. The sounds of bustling passengers—shouting porters, clinking luggage, and the dull roar of a distant engine—washed over her, but in that moment, everything felt distant, muffled. Her heart pounded as if it, too, had been left behind in this city, this country, this life.  

Lottie stood beside her, her eyes red from the night of packing, but there was a fierce smile on her face that tried to cover up the sadness. They had come from different worlds—Lottie, the daughter of a struggling single mother, Aniela, a runaway from her father’s oppressive farm—but they had found common ground in the little apartment they’d shared for the past few months in Berlin. A small, dingy flat, but it was home, and it was theirs.  

“You’ll be okay, Aniela?” Lottie asked softly, reaching out to squeeze her friend’s hand.

Aniela nodded, swallowing hard against the lump in her throat. She wanted to tell Lottie everything—the weight of the secret she’d carried since the day she found the money sewn into the coat, the fury she’d felt when her father had caught her sneaking out to the train station, how she had almost been caught, but instead, she just smiled. “I’ll be okay. I’m doing this for me. For something new. For freedom.”

Lottie smiled, though her eyes shimmered with unspoken emotions. “You’ve got courage. I can’t believe you’re really doing this.”  

Aniela’s throat tightened, but she didn’t let the tears fall. “I had to,” she whispered, her gaze drifting to the train tracks, as if the train could answer for her. “I had to leave. There was no other way.”  

They stood there for a long moment, neither of them saying anything, just holding onto the moment like it was the last piece of a puzzle they couldn’t finish. Lottie finally pulled her into a tight embrace, burying her face in Aniela’s shoulder. “Go, Aniela. Go find your future. Just promise me you’ll come back and tell me all about it. You’re going to make it.”

Aniela squeezed her friend once more, wishing she could stay, but knowing she couldn’t. Not anymore.  

“I will,” Aniela said, her voice steady, even though her heart was breaking. “I’ll write to you, every step of the way.”  

The whistle of the train sounded, a shrill warning. The crowd surged, and Aniela stepped back, pulling away from Lottie’s embrace.  

With a final, reluctant wave, Aniela turned and stepped onto the train that would carry her far from Berlin. Far from the life she had known.  

---

The journey was long, but it was nothing compared to the way her heart had felt the moment she left Berlin. Paris had greeted her with its usual elegance, the grand boulevards and lit-up cafés a strange contrast to the ragged edges of Aniela’s soul. She wandered the streets of Montmartre for a while, taking in the sights but feeling completely apart from them. The lights, the noise, the people—everything felt foreign. She wasn’t a tourist. She was a survivor.  

Aniela didn’t stop long in Paris; there was a train to catch, and every moment spent waiting felt like a betrayal to herself. She was going to America. She was going to be free. 

---

New York was a blur of sound and color, far more chaotic than she had imagined. The steam of the subway, the hustle of people moving in all directions, the constant rush of life—it felt like the city itself was alive, breathing, pulsing with energy. But as the train screeched into the station, Aniela felt none of that energy. Just exhaustion. And hope. 

Max was waiting for her at the terminal. Her brother. She hadn’t seen him in years. The letter he’d sent, promising that he would be there when she arrived, had been the only thing keeping her going through the darkest moments of the journey. She’d taken a bus from Ellis Island to get here, each mile a weight lifting from her chest.

“Aniela!” Max’s voice broke through the noise, his grin wide, his arms open. 

She hadn’t realized how much she had missed him until she saw him standing there—tall, broad-shouldered, a stranger in his own right, but so familiar. It had been nearly five years since he had left Poland for Philadelphia. He was different now, wearing a well-tailored suit, his accent thick with American English.  

But his eyes were still the same. 

“Max,” she whispered, her voice cracking.  

Max reached her in two strides, pulling her into a tight hug. “I can’t believe you’re here.” He pulled back, his eyes scanning her face. “You look... you look like you’ve been through hell.”

Aniela swallowed, her mind flashing to the nights on the train, to the fear she’d carried with her all the way across Europe. “I’ve made it this far, Max. I’ll be okay.”

He didn’t push, just nodded, offering her a small smile before taking her suitcase. “I’ve got a place for you. We’ll get you settled. Come on.”  

The subway ride to his apartment in Philadelphia felt like another lifetime. She barely spoke, too tired to form the words, too overwhelmed by the shift in her life. Max was talking about all the things she hadn’t known, his new job, the neighborhood they would live in, the places he wanted to show her. But Aniela’s mind kept wandering to that far-off place—the home she’d left, the life she’d left behind.  

When they finally arrived at the small, neat apartment, Max gave her the grand tour—tiny, but cozy, with an air of new beginnings. He had even set up a room for her, neat and sparse, but welcoming.  

“You can rest tonight,” Max said, placing her bag down on the bed. “Tomorrow, we’ll find you something to do. There’s plenty of work around here. But first, you need to eat. Let me make dinner.”  

Aniela nodded, suddenly exhausted in a way she hadn’t expected. She had thought she would be full of energy once she stepped off that ship. But now that she was here, it felt like everything had caught up with her all at once.  

“I’ll help,” she said, following him into the kitchen.  

Max smiled over his shoulder. “No need, you’re a guest. But you can keep me company while I work. There’s a lot to talk about. A lot that’s happened since you left.”  

And as they sat together in the small kitchen, Aniela finally felt, for the first time in a long while, like she might just be able to breathe.  

America was a long way from Poland. But here, in this tiny apartment, surrounded by the noise of the city and the warmth of her brother’s voice, she could start again.  

Chapter 15: A Glimpse of the Past

Alek stepped out of the workshop, his hands rough from hours of welding, his muscles aching in the cool Philadelphia night. He’d been working nonstop, saving every penny he could for a better life. The opportunity in Detroit was like a dream come true—a job at one of the biggest auto factories in the world. Welders in Detroit made more money than most people dreamed of, and Alek knew he had to take it. He'd been hearing whispers of the booming industry for weeks, the steel and iron shaping America into something new, something modern, and he wanted to be part of that. It was the kind of chance someone like him couldn’t afford to let slip by.

Tonight, though, before the long road ahead, he had something else to take care of. His stomach growled, reminding him of the simple need for something familiar. A quiet dinner. A celebration. A moment to let his guard down before the next chapter of his life began.

He made his way toward the small butcher shop down the street, the warm smell of roasting meat curling into the night air. He was looking forward to a quick meal before hitting the sack, maybe taking a few minutes to sit and think.

As he pushed open the door to the butcher shop, the bell above it chimed softly, and Alek was immediately greeted by the warmth inside. The shelves were lined with cuts of meat, and the smell of fresh bread and roasted potatoes hung thick in the air. He moved toward the counter, scanning the selection, but then—

His breath caught in his throat.

There, standing by the counter, was a figure he hadn’t seen in what felt like a lifetime. A girl from his past.

Aniela.

She was just as beautiful as he remembered—maybe even more so. Her golden hair was longer now, cascading down her back in soft waves. Her blue eyes, those sharp, ocean-like eyes, met his and for a second, neither of them spoke. Her gaze softened, and then her lips parted into a smile that tugged at something deep inside him.

"Alek?" she asked, her voice light, yet carrying that familiar warmth that had always made him feel both comforted and unsettled at the same time.

Alek froze, not sure if his legs were capable of carrying him any closer. She looked different—more mature, her features sharper, but there was something undeniably her about the way she carried herself, like a flicker of the girl he had known.

"A-Aniela?" he stammered, his heart picking up speed. He’d thought about her—dreamed about her, even—but never once did he imagine he would see her here, not in a city like this. Not in the middle of his new life, so far away from the war, from everything.

She laughed, a sound that echoed in the small butcher shop like music. "I can't believe it's really you," she said, stepping closer. "I thought you were a ghost or something. You—" she paused, her eyes glinting with mischief, "you jumped out of a window, didn't you? I never knew what happened to you after that. You just disappeared."

Alek laughed too, though it came out rough and hoarse, like a forgotten memory. "Yeah, that was a hell of a leap, wasn't it?" He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly self-conscious, but also relieved to see her—really see her. "I...I thought you'd forgotten about me."

She shook her head. "How could I forget? You were the crazy kid in the school who did something everyone else was too scared to do." She studied him for a moment, her smile faltering for a brief second before it brightened again. "You look... different, Alek. But still the same in some ways. I didn’t expect to run into you here of all places."

Alek didn't know how to respond to that, to the flood of memories, of things he'd tried so hard to bury. Aniela. That time in his life—the simplicity of it, the way it all felt so far removed from who he was now. He was a different person. But seeing her... he was still that same kid, too.

"I never thought I'd see you again either," he admitted, his voice quieter now, the weight of the years settling between them. He glanced at her hands, wondering where she’d been, what had happened since they parted ways. "You—what are you doing here? In Philadelphia?"

Her eyes softened, the familiar warmth of her smile not quite hiding the trace of something else—something deeper. "I’m... just passing through, Alek. My brother lives here. He got me out of Poland a few years ago."

Alek felt his chest tighten. "Your brother? You’ve been in America this whole time?"

She nodded, her gaze faraway for a moment. "I left Berlin in 1921. I don’t know why I didn’t write to you—" Her voice faltered slightly, and Alek could see the flicker of regret behind her eyes. "But I couldn’t."

There was a weight between them now, an unspoken understanding of everything that had happened since that moment when he jumped out of that window to escape the Russians. The fear, the run for their lives, and the years that had separated them, pulled them in different directions. Yet, here they were, in a butcher shop, speaking the same language, the same memories, as if no time had passed.

"Where are you headed?" Alek asked, his heart thumping wildly in his chest. He couldn’t help it—there was a pull inside him, an urge to know everything, to know what had happened to her since he saw her last.

She hesitated. "I’m staying here. My brother’s here, he lives just up the lane.” He wants me to come to live with him." She paused, looking him over again. "And you? What are you doing here?"

Alek ran a hand through his hair, suddenly unsure of how to answer. "I—" He stopped. He couldn’t tell her about the job in Detroit. The welding. The factories. Not now. It felt too raw, too soon. Instead, he said, "I’m working here. Trying to build something. Maybe going to Detroit soon. Things are... changing, Aniela."

She smiled softly, the kind of smile that made his heart ache. "I’m glad you’re here. I hope you get everything you want, Alek. You deserve it."

There was silence between them, a pause that felt like everything had been said, yet nothing at all. Alek wanted to reach out, to say something more, but the words tangled in his throat.

"I’ll see you around, right?" she asked, her smile widening as she turned to walk toward the door.

"Yeah," Alek replied, his voice raw with unspoken things. "I’ll see you."

And as she stepped out into the night, disappearing into the city, Alek stood there, staring at the spot where she had been, feeling something he hadn’t expected to feel—something that made him question everything he had thought was settled.

He wasn’t ready to go to Detroit. Not yet. Not while the memory of Aniela was still so fresh, so real. He wasn’t done with this chapter, not by a long shot.

Not when the past had just walked through the door and smiled at him like nothing had changed.

—
Chapter 16: Shadows and Warmth

Aniela pulled her coat tighter around her as she stepped into the cold Philadelphia night. The streets were damp from a recent rain, the wet pavement glinting under the dim glow of streetlamps. Her breath clouded in the air as she walked, her shoes clicking softly against the cobblestones. The night felt quieter than usual, the city muffled in a way that made her feel both safe and vulnerable.

She hadn’t expected to see Alek again. Not here, not now. His face—older, rougher, yet unmistakably Alek—lingered in her mind. It stirred something she hadn’t felt in years, a kind of warmth that she didn’t quite trust. Seeing him had been like looking into a window of a life she’d left behind, one where her biggest worries were schoolwork and village gossip. It felt so distant, like it belonged to someone else.

She shivered and quickened her pace, her feet carrying her toward Max’s apartment. The streets were quiet, but the cold kept her company, sharpening her focus. She tried to shake off the memories Alek had stirred, but they clung to her like a shadow. The way he’d looked at her, like he couldn’t believe she was real—it had unsettled her in ways she couldn’t name.

By the time she reached the building, her fingers were stiff with cold. The stairs creaked under her weight as she climbed to the third floor, the familiar scent of fried onions and stale tobacco clinging to the narrow hallway. She unlocked the door and stepped inside, the air inside colder than it was outside.

Max was working late again. His job at the docks kept him away most nights, leaving her alone in the apartment. She didn’t mind, not really. It was better than Berlin, better than the farm. At least here, she didn’t have to watch her father’s shadow stretch across the walls.

She lit the small gas lamp on the kitchen table, its dim glow flickering weakly against the cracked plaster walls. The apartment was bare, almost spartan—a bed, a table, a single chair, and a trunk where they kept their clothes. She crossed the room and pulled a blanket off the bed, wrapping it around her shoulders as she sat down at the table.

Her thoughts drifted, as they often did, to the farm. She could still smell the damp earth of the fields, feel the coarse texture of the straw beneath her fingers as she worked. And she could still see him. Her father, his rough hands, his heavy boots echoing against the wooden floors.

Aniela clenched her fists, her nails biting into her palms. She hated how the memories crept in uninvited, poisoning everything. She hated how his voice still echoed in her head, how she could still feel his presence even though she’d left him behind.

She remembered the first time it had happened. She’d been thirteen, standing in the barn, the sunlight streaming through the gaps in the wooden walls. He’d come up behind her, his hand rough against her shoulder. She’d frozen, too young to understand, too scared to resist. Afterward, he’d called her Katarzyna, her mother’s name, like it absolved him of what he’d done.

Even now, the thought of him made her stomach twist. She hated him. Hated how he had stolen her childhood, how he had taken something she could never get back. And she hated herself for the way she’d stayed quiet, for the way she’d let it happen because she didn’t know what else to do.

Aniela shook her head, forcing the thoughts away. She couldn’t let herself dwell on it. Not tonight. Not after seeing Alek.

Alek.

The name felt strange on her tongue, like a relic from a past life. He’d been a boy when she’d last seen him, all sharp angles and nervous energy. Now he was a man, his shoulders broad, his face lined with the weight of years she couldn’t imagine. He’d looked at her like she was something precious, something worth remembering.

It made her feel exposed, vulnerable in a way she hadn’t felt in years. She’d spent so long building walls around herself, walls that no one could break through. But seeing Alek again had cracked something inside her, something she didn’t even realize was there.

She pulled the blanket tighter around her, her fingers brushing against the coarse fabric. She wondered what would happen if she saw him again. Would he still look at her like that? Would he ask her about her life, about the years that had passed?

Part of her wanted to tell him everything. About her father, about Berlin, about the nights she’d spent staring at the ceiling, wondering if she’d ever escape. But another part of her—the part that had learned to survive—wanted to keep it all locked away. She didn’t want to be vulnerable. Not again.

The sound of footsteps echoed in the hallway outside, and Aniela tensed, her heart leaping into her throat. But it was only one of the neighbors, their heavy boots fading into the distance. She let out a shaky breath, her shoulders slumping.

She closed her eyes and let herself imagine, just for a moment, what life might have been like if things had been different. If her mother had lived. If her father hadn’t become the monster she knew. If Alek had stayed in Poland.

She didn’t know what she wanted anymore. But as the lamp flickered and the apartment grew colder, one thought lingered in her mind: Maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t as alone as she thought.

Chapter:17 
Alek’s perspective 




I want a map at the beginning of the book of Poland, Russia, and Germany                                                                                                                 in the 1920s


 Chapter 1: The Photograph

Maja turned her head toward the bedside table, her hand brushing against the worn fabric of the quilt. There it was—Stanisław’s photograph. 
He stood tall in the image, dressed in his military uniform, his hat perched at the slightest angle that always made her smile. She could almost hear his voice, steady and reassuring, as he told her the war would be over soon. That he would return. That nothing would change. But everything had changed.

Maja lifted the photograph carefully, running her thumb over its surface. The edges were worn from years of handling, the once-crisp image dulled by the passage of time.  Three years. She counted them every morning, like rosary beads. Today would be no different.
She clutched the image tightly, her fingers trembling. “Three years,” she whispered to the silent room, her voice cracking. “It’s been three years, Staszek.”  

   The house was quiet, save for the faint crackle of the dying fire in the kitchen stove. Maja pulled herself from the bed and wrapped a shawl around her shoulders, the wool scratchy but warm. She slipped the photograph back onto the bedside table, careful as though it might shatter, and padded softly to the kitchen.  
  
   The familiar motions grounded her. She added a log to the embers, the fire springing back to life. She kneaded a lump of dough for baking, her hands pressing rhythmically into the floury mass, and hummed an old lullaby—a tune her mother used to sing. 

“Mama?”  

She turned to find Aleksander standing in the doorway, rubbing sleep from his eyes. His school satchel hung limply from one shoulder, its strap patched so many times it was barely holding together. He looked so much like his father at that age—messy dark hair, sharp cheekbones, and eyes that always seemed to be carrying secrets.  

“You’re up early, kochanie (darling),” Maja said gently, wiping her hands on her apron. “Come. Sit down.”  

“I’m not hungry,” Alek mumbled, edging toward the door.  

Maja crossed the room quickly and placed a firm hand on his shoulder, steering him toward the kitchen table. “Not in my house, you aren’t. Sit.”  

Reluctantly, he obeyed, slumping into a chair. She placed a plate in front of him—bread still warm from the oven and a thin slice of cheese. She poured him a cup of tea, the steam curling into the cool morning air.  

“You need to eat,” she said, her tone softer now. “How will you grow strong if you don’t?”  

Alek took a bite of bread, chewing slowly. “I’m not a little kid, Mama. I’ll be fine.”  

She chuckled, smoothing his hair as she sat beside him. “You’re my child, no matter how big you get. Even when you’re as tall as the barn, I’ll still tell you to eat your bread.”  

That earned her a faint smile, though he quickly tried to hide it.  

Maja studied him, her heart tightening. He was growing too fast. His pants were too short at the ankles, and his boots were patched beyond repair. She would have to find work soon—anything to buy him something new before winter set in. 

“Are you ready for school?” she asked, brushing crumbs from his cheek.  

He nodded. “I finished my homework last night.”  

“That’s my boy.” She ruffled his hair affectionately, but her hand lingered for a moment longer. “And Alek…”  

He looked up, mid-sip of tea.  

“Be careful, sweetheart. Watch where you go after school and stay away from that Aron boy,” she added, her tone darkening. “Jews bring trouble, Alek. Demons in disguise, they are. Always wanting more than they’re owed.”

Alek didn’t argue, though his jaw tightened. He knew better than to challenge her. Instead, he nodded, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, and left the house, the bread clutched in one hand and his thoughts elsewhere.

[bookmark: _84qoxpdrotql]And then he was gone, swallowed by the gray morning. Maja stood at the window, watching him disappear down the road. She whispered a prayer under her breath, clutching the photograph to her chest.
[bookmark: _8qfn6wm1mje7]“Watch over him, Staszek,” she murmured. “Keep him safe.”
---

Chapter 2: The Walk


He hated this walk.

It wasn’t the cold or the path that got under his skin—it was everything else. The sagging roofs, the rusted carts abandoned in the fields, the way the village always seemed to close in around him. 


He thought of Aniela as he walked by. She used to sit in that trolley, her golden hair catching the sunlight as she laughed with her friends. Now, the farm had swallowed her whole. Ever since her mother’s death, Aniela had vanished from the village, trapped behind the wooden gates of her family’s farm. Alek wondered if she ever thought of him or if she even remembered the boy who used to share his school books with her. Did she miss him too?

Lost in thought, Alek almost didn’t see Aron until the boy called out to him.

“Alek!”

Aron stood by the school gate, his thin frame wrapped in a too-large coat. His round glasses crooked on his face. He waved, his smile as bright as the winter sun. Alek grinned back, quickening his pace to join him.

“Morning, chudy (polish word for skinny),” Alek joked, nudging Aron’s shoulder.

Aron laughed, adjusting the cap on his head. “If I’m Chudy, you’re the fool who befriended me. Come on, let’s go inside before Mr. Galick decides to lock us out again.”

They entered the school together, the old brick building groaning with the weight of its history. Inside, the air was damp and smelled faintly of ink and mildew.

---

Chapter 3: The Attack

The day started as any other—Mr. Galick barking out lessons, the students dutifully scribbling notes, and Aron slipping Alek little drawings on scraps of paper when the teacher wasn’t looking. But by midday, everything changed.

The first sound was faint, like distant thunder. Then came the screaming.

Mr. Galick stopped mid-sentence, his chalk clattering to the floor. The students froze, eyes wide with fear.

“Everyone, under the desks!” Mr. Galick shouted, his voice trembling.

But Alek wasn’t listening. He was looking out the window, where a plume of smoke was rising in the distance.

“Alek,” Aron whispered, tugging at his sleeve. “We have to move.”

“There’s a window,” Alek said, his voice steady despite the chaos around him. “By the back wall. It’s hidden from the yard.”

Aron nodded, understanding immediately. Together, they pushed through the panicked crowd of students, making their way to the small, narrow window.

“You first,” Aron said.

Alek hesitated for a moment, then climbed onto the ledge. The ground below was uneven, a mix of dirt and rocks, but he didn’t have time to think. He jumped.

The impact jarred his knees, but he landed safely. Aron followed, his hand catching on a rusty nail as he climbed out. He winced but didn’t cry out, holding his bleeding palm tightly as they ran.

Behind them, the sounds of artillery grew louder.


More build-up, develop Aron more 



---

Chapter 4: The Forest

The forest was dense and dark, the bare branches clawing at the sky like skeletal fingers. Alek and Aron ran until their lungs burned, finally collapsing near a small creek.

“We can’t stay here,” Alek said, his breath coming in short gasps. “The Russians will comb the forest.”

Aron nodded, pressing his hand against his coat to stem the bleeding. “Do you think anyone else got out?”

Alek didn’t answer. He didn’t want to think about the others, about the faces he might never see again.

A sudden rustling nearby made them both freeze. Alek reached for a rock, his heart pounding as a figure emerged from the shadows.

It was a soldier—Russian, judging by his uniform. He couldn’t have been older than seventeen.

The soldier raised his rifle, his hands shaking. Alek braced himself, ready to fight or flee, but then the soldier did something unexpected.

He lowered the rifle.

The boy muttered something in Russian, his voice soft, almost regretful. Then he turned and walked away, disappearing into the trees.

Alek and Aron exchanged a glance, neither of them daring to speak.



More here more Aron, More Alek
---

Chapter 5: The Dairy Farm

It was Aron’s idea to flag down the wagon. The rickety contraption rumbled along the dirt path as they crouched behind a thicket, debating their next move.

“If we keep walking, we’ll freeze,” Aron argued, his teeth chattering. “And we’re too close to the village. They’ll find us.”

Alek sighed, wiping the sweat from his brow despite the cold. “Fine. But if this farmer’s with the Russians—”

“He won’t be,” Aron interrupted, though his voice lacked conviction.

They waited for the wagon to draw closer before stepping onto the path. The driver, an older man with a weathered face and a sharp gaze pulled his horse to a halt.

“Help you boys?” he asked, his accent thick.

“We need work,” Alek said quickly. “We can pay for a ride—later. Just give us a chance.”

The man eyed them both, his gaze lingering on Aron’s bleeding hand and their disheveled clothes. Finally, he nodded toward the back of the wagon.

“Get in. I’ve got cows that need milking, and my sons are useless for it.”


---

 The dairy farm sat on the outskirts of a small village, its barn sprawling and pungent with the smell of hay and manure. The farmer, whose name they learned was Mr. Kowalski, introduced them to his wife and two sons. Anya, a stout, pudgy woman with sunken blue eyes so light they were almost sliver and shocking dark curly hair. The twins Szymon and Filip both looked exactly as their father did, tall lanky with sandy blonde hair and dull brown eyes.

“We’ve got no room in the house,” he said gruffly, tossing a blanket at Alek. “You’ll sleep in the barn. Don’t try stealing anything, or I’ll find you.”

It wasn’t much, but it was shelter.

—

That night Alek shifts uncomfortably, the straw scratchy and damp beneath him. The smell of mildew was almost nauseating and the fact he was starving didn’t help either. Earlier that day he had woken up in his bed, in his house, with his mother—now he’s alone, well with Aron, but he’s alone in a cold barn hiding from the Red Army.

“Hey”, Aron interrupted, he looked as if though he was trying to understand the cogs within Alek’s head

”Yeah”, Alek murmured his eyes distant, “my mama’s going to kill me.”

Aron nods, “Mine too.”

It was quiet for the rest of the night, neither of them wanted to face it, the unspoken yet undeniable truth that weighed down on them like an anvil. Their Mama’s wouldn’t ever get the chance to kill them, because they wouldn’t be coming home—ever. 

There wasn’t a home to come back to, not for them. 
—

The next morning 

Over the next few weeks, Alek and Aron settled into a routine. They rose before dawn to milk the cows, their hands red and raw from the cold. The work was grueling, but it kept them warm, and Mr. Kowalski paid them just enough to survive. - expand this 






Chapter 6: A Shared Light

Snow blanketed the farm on the night Aron celebrated his first Christmas. The Kowalskis were kind enough to invite the boys inside for the meal, though Mr. Kowalski grumbled about "freeloaders."

The table was laden with roasted meats, boiled potatoes, and a special treat: pickled herring. Aron sat awkwardly at the edge, his wide eyes taking in the glittering candles and the warmth of the room.

“You’ve never celebrated Christmas?” Alek asked in a low voice, passing him a slice of bread.

Aron shook his head. “No. But I’ve celebrated Hanukkah. It’s…different.”

“How different?” Alek pressed, genuinely curious.

Aron hesitated, then smiled. “Eight nights, for one thing. And it’s not about gifts—it’s about survival. The light lasted longer than it should have. It was a miracle.”

Alek glanced at the single candle burning on the table. For a moment, he imagined what it might be like to light one for eight nights, to pray for something as simple yet vital as light.

“You think there’s a miracle for us?” Alek asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Aron didn’t answer, but his expression said everything. They would have to make their own.


---

Chapter 7: The Train

By the end of January, they had saved enough money to buy train tickets to Warsaw. Saying goodbye to the Kowalskis was easier than Alek expected; Mr. Kowalski’s gruff demeanor made affection impossible. But Aron surprised him, hugging the farmer’s wife tightly before they left.

“Thank you,” Aron said, his voice thick with emotion.

“Stay safe, boy,” she replied, her hand lingering on his shoulder for a moment longer than necessary.

The train station was chaos. Families huddled together, soldiers barked orders, and the air was thick with the acrid scent of coal smoke. Alek and Aron boarded with the rest of the crowd, clutching their meager belongings.

They found seats near the back of the car, Aron pressing his face to the glass as the countryside blurred by.

“You hear that?” Aron asked suddenly, gesturing toward a group of men a few rows ahead. They were speaking in German, their voices low but urgent.

“They’re talking about the war,” Aron said, his face pale. “They’re saying it’s over. The Soviets are retreating.”

Alek’s stomach churned. The Polish-Soviet War had loomed over them like a dark cloud, its battles consuming the lives of men like his father. He should have felt relief, but all he felt was emptiness.

The men’s conversation shifted to other matters, one of them standing to retrieve his coat. Aron nudged Alek, his eyes narrowing.

“Look at his foot,” Aron whispered.

Alek glanced down. The man’s left foot was twisted, the leather of his boot stretched oddly over the deformity. He looked back at Aron, confused.

“Who is he?” Alek asked.

“I don’t know,” Aron replied, his voice barely audible. “But I don’t like him.”

(How can I make this more obvious to the readers that this is Goebbles, maybe have something mentioned about film production because the Nazi party isn’t really there yet but Goebbles is still a monster and had a weird obsession with film and propaganda-> check indy study 2023) 
—

Chapter 8: Berlin

By the time the train reached Berlin, Alek and Aron had made up their minds. They wouldn’t get off in Poznań as planned. They would stay hidden until the train reached its final stop.

The city was overwhelming, its streets teeming with life and danger. They kept to the shadows, scavenging what they could and sleeping in abandoned buildings.

But Berlin was a city on the edge. Tensions simmered, and the streets were alive with whispers of rebellion.

On the morning of March 13, 1920, the city erupted.

Alek and Aron were caught in the chaos of the Kapp Putsch, the attempted coup by right-wing forces. The sound of gunfire filled the air, and people screamed as soldiers marched through the streets.

They tried to run, but Aron stumbled, clutching his side.

“Go!” he shouted, his voice hoarse.

“I’m not leaving you!” Alek yelled, grabbing his arm.

But it was too late. A stray bullet struck Aron, and he collapsed to the ground.

“No!” Alek screamed, dropping to his knees.

Aron’s eyes met his, filled with pain and something else—peace.

“Alek,” he whispered, his voice barely audible. “Run.”

And then he was gone.

Chapter 9: Ashes and Shadows

Alek didn’t run. Not at first.

He stayed kneeling by Aron’s body, his trembling hands hovering over his friend’s chest as if he could will him back to life. The streets around him were chaos—shouting, the thunder of boots on cobblestones, and the acrid smell of smoke mingled with the metallic tang of blood.

Someone shoved Alek from behind, jolting him back to reality.

“Move, boy!” a man barked, his uniform bearing the insignia of the German Freikorps. “You want to die here?”

Alek scrambled to his feet, his heart pounding. He looked down at Aron one last time, his friend’s pale face already slack with death, and felt his stomach churn with helpless rage. The soldier grabbed Alek’s arm and dragged him toward an alley.

“Leave him!” the man snapped when Alek resisted.

“No!” Alek cried. “He’s—he’s—”

“Dead,” the soldier said flatly. “And you’ll be too if you don’t get out of here.”

Alek’s vision blurred with tears, but he let himself be pulled away. Aron’s body disappeared in the chaos behind him.


---

The next few hours passed in a haze. Alek found himself in a grimy tenement building with a group of refugees huddled in fear. Someone pressed a tin cup of water into his hands, but he couldn’t drink. His throat felt like it was full of ash.

“He’s gone,” Alek whispered to no one in particular, his voice cracking. “I left him.”

The words tasted like poison. Aron had been his anchor, his light in the darkness. Now he was gone, and Alek had nothing.

The next morning, Alek wandered the city in a daze. The streets were littered with debris, and the air was heavy with despair. He didn’t know where he was going until he found himself outside a nondescript brick building with smoke curling from its chimney.

It was a crematorium.

Alek froze. He hadn’t realized where the soldiers would tandake Aron’s body. His stomach twisted as the realization sank in. Aron’s faith had been so important to him,  now…now his body would be reduced to ashes, a fate Aron would have considered a violation of everything he believed in.

Alek stood there for what felt like hours, the weight of his failure pressing down on him. He wanted to scream, to claw at the walls, to tear down the sky itself, but he did nothing. He was empty.


---
( need to work on whole Character development and plot, is dad sexually abusive, yes how do I write this in ) 
Chapter 10: Aniela’s Escape

Spring 1922, Elk, Poland

Aniela slipped the envelope into the seam of her coat, her fingers trembling. It was late, and the farmhouse was silent except for the occasional creak of the wooden beams. Her father was snoring in his room, the sound deep and guttural like a bear in hibernation.

She pulled the thread taut, sewing the seam back together with practiced precision. Max’s letter had been clear: Keep the money hidden. He’ll take it if he finds it.a a big

Her brother’s voice echoed in her head as she worked. Max had always been her protector, even from thousands of miles away in America. The money he sent was enough to change her life, to free her from the suffocating grip of her father and the endless monotony of the farm.

She finished the last stitch and slipped the coat on. It was too big for her, the sleeves hanging past her wrists, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that she finally had a way out.


---

The next morning, Aniela went about her chores as usual, her heart pounding with anticipation. She fed the chickens, swept the yard, and prepared her father’s breakfast, all while rehearsing her plan in her mind.

“Katazyna!” her father bellowed from the barn.

She flinched but forced herself to stay calm. “Coming, Father!” There was no point, he never noticed she was his daughter anyway, not after her mother died. His Katazyna. 

She found him standing by the hayloft, his massive frame casting a long shadow in the morning light.

“Where’s the grain for the horses?” he demanded, his tone sharp.

“I’ll get it,” Aniela replied quickly, hurrying to the storage shed. Her father muttered something under his breath, but she ignored him.

This would be the last time he ordered her around.


---

That night, Aniela slipped out of the house with nothing but her coat and a small bundle of clothes. The village was quiet, the only sound was the rustling of leaves in the cool spring breeze.

She made her way to the train station, her heart racing with every step. She didn’t look back.

As the train pulled away from the station, Aniela allowed herself a small smile. For the first time in years, she felt free.


---

Chapter 11: The Depths of Berlin, 1920

Alek had changed.

Months had passed since Aron’s death, and the boy who had once dreamed of a brighter future was gone. In his place was someone harder, colder, and willing to do whatever it took to survive.

Berlin was a city of contrasts—decadence and despair, hope and hopelessness. Alek had fallen into the cracks, doing things he never thought he was capable of just to make it to the next day.

He avoided thinking about Aron as much as possible. The memories hurt too much, and he couldn’t afford to be weak.

But some nights, when the city was quiet and the shadows seemed to close in around him, Alek would close his eyes and see Aron’s face. He would hear his laugh, feel the warmth of his friendship, and for a moment, he would let himself grieve.

Those moments never lasted long.

—-

Chapter 12: Berlin Beckons

The train lurched forward, rattling along the tracks as Aniela clutched her bundle tightly against her chest. She stared out the window, watching the dark Polish countryside blur into shades of gray. Each turn of the wheels took her farther from Elk, from the farm, from her father’s iron grip.  

The coach was sparsely populated—a tired-looking mother and her child, a weathered man clutching a battered suitcase, and an old woman who kept nodding off, her head jerking with the rhythm of the train. Aniela kept her head low, her heart pounding every time the conductor entered the car. She had her ticket, but paranoia whispered in her ear: What if he knows? What if he sends you back?  

But no one noticed her. No one cared.  

---

By the time she reached Berlin, the city was waking up. The train pulled into the station with a metallic screech, and Aniela stepped onto the platform, blinking at the sheer scale of it all. Elk had been a small, sleepy village where everyone knew everyone’s business. Berlin was a labyrinth of towering buildings, bustling crowds, and a cacophony of sounds that threatened to overwhelm her.  

She clutched her coat tighter around her, feeling very small and very alone.  

---

The first few days were a blur of confusion. Aniela wandered the streets, her stomach growling and her feet aching. She didn’t dare spend much of Max’s money—it was for her journey to Paris and then America, not for frivolities like food or a place to sleep. Instead, she lived on scraps, bread crusts bought from street vendors, and the occasional piece of fruit.  

By the third night, she found herself in a park, huddled on a bench beneath her oversized coat. She stared up at the stars, their faint glow barely visible through the haze of the city.  

“Mother,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Am I doing the right thing?”  

No answer came, of course.  

---

It was on the fourth day that Aniela’s luck shifted. She had been standing outside a bakery, the smell of fresh bread making her stomach ache with longing, when she heard a voice behind her.  

“You look hungry.”  

Aniela spun around to see a young woman, not much older than herself, holding a paper bag of rolls. Her dark hair was pinned neatly under a stylish hat, and her eyes were sharp but kind.  

“I…I’m fine,” Aniela stammered, but her growling stomach betrayed her.  

The woman smiled and handed her a roll. “Here. You can’t think straight on an empty stomach.”  

Aniela hesitated, then took the roll, mumbling her thanks. She devoured it in seconds, the warm, flaky bread tasting like heaven.  

The woman watched her with a curious expression. “You’re not from here, are you?”  

Aniela shook her head.  

“Thought so. You’ve got that lost look about you. Where are you headed?”  

“Paris,” Aniela blurted out before she could stop herself.  

The woman raised an eyebrow. “Ambitious. And from Paris?”  

“America.”  

The woman let out a low whistle. “Well, you’re going to need more than scraps to get there.” She held out her hand. “Name’s Lotte. And you?”  

“Aniela.”  

“Aniela,” Lotte repeated, nodding. “Well, Aniela, I know a place where you can get work and a warm bed. It’s not much, but it’s better than freezing out here.”  

---

Lotte led Aniela to a small boarding house tucked away in a narrow alley. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was warm, and the landlady, Frau Köhler, didn’t ask too many questions. In exchange for cleaning the rooms and helping in the kitchen, Aniela was given a corner of a shared room and two meals a day.  

It was hard work, but Aniela didn’t mind. She saved every coin she earned, stashing it in the hidden seam of her coat alongside Max’s money.  

---

One evening, as Aniela scrubbed the floors of the dining room, she overheard a conversation between two boarders. They were artists, she’d learned, part of the city’s bohemian scene.  

“Paris,” one of them said, his voice thick with longing. “Now that is where you want to be. Berlin is exciting, yes, but Paris…it’s the heart of it all.”  

“Easier said than done,” the other replied. “You need connections. And money.”  

Aniela paused in her scrubbing, her heart sinking. She had hoped Berlin would be the hardest part of her journey, but it was becoming clear that Paris would be an even greater challenge.  

Still, she refused to give up.  

---

As the months passed, Aniela began to find her footing in the city. Lotte introduced her to other young women who, like her, were trying to carve out a better life. They shared stories, laughed over their struggles, and dreamed of brighter futures.  

But Berlin was not without its dangers. Aniela quickly learned to avoid certain streets and to keep her money close. She heard whispers of unrest, of protests and strikes, of a city teetering on the edge.  

One night, as she walked back to the boarding house, she stumbled upon a gathering in the square. A man was speaking passionately to a crowd, his voice rising and falling like a preacher’s. Aniela couldn’t understand all of his words, but the fervor in his tone made her uneasy.  

She hurried past, her heart racing.  

---

By the time winter arrived, Aniela had saved enough for a ticket to Paris. She stood on the platform at the train station, her breath visible in the frosty air, and clutched her bundle tightly.  

“Goodbye, Berlin,” she whispered as the train began to move.  

Ahead of her lay Paris, and beyond that, America.  

But as the city disappeared behind her, Aniela couldn’t shake the feeling that Berlin had left its mark on her. It was a city of beginnings and endings, and she was determined that her story would not end here.  

Chapter 13: The Crossing 

Alek stood on the dock, staring up at the massive steel hull of the ship that loomed over him like a great, indifferent beast. The name of the vessel, SS Friedrich der Große, was painted in bold letters along its side. Around him, a sea of humanity swirled—families clutching their belongings, children crying, men shouting in languages Alek couldn’t recognize.  

He tightened his grip on the small satchel that held everything he owned: a second shirt, a worn photograph of his mother, and a small bundle of cash he’d saved from long months of welding in Berlin.  

He glanced once more at the city behind him, Berlin’s jagged skyline still faintly visible in the mist. He thought of Aron, of his friend’s body left in the chaos of the Kapp Putsch, and he swallowed hard. This wasn’t just a departure; it was an escape.  

The call came to board, and Alek joined the line, shuffling forward step by step. His papers had been checked and rechecked, but his heart still pounded as he handed them to the officer at the gangway. The man barely looked at him before waving him through.  

And just like that, Alek was on his way to America.  

---

The steerage compartment was cramped and stifling, filled with the mingled smells of sweat, salt, and unwashed clothes. Alek found a narrow bunk near the far wall and set down his satchel. Around him, people spoke in hushed tones, their voices a patchwork of Polish, Yiddish, Italian, and German.  

For the first few hours, he stayed silent, watching the others and clutching the small cross that hung around his neck. The days of feeling safe, of trusting strangers, were long behind him.  

But as the ship began to move, a low murmur swept through the compartment. Alek followed the others to the deck, where they crowded against the railings to watch Europe fade into the distance.  

He stood there for hours, long after the coastline had disappeared, staring at the horizon.  

---

The days at sea were monotonous and grueling. The food was bland and sparse, and the constant rocking of the ship made it nearly impossible to sleep. Alek spent most of his time on deck, breathing in the cold, salty air and avoiding the crush of bodies below.  

It was there, on the third day, that he met Father Piotrowski. The priest was a small man with a broad face and kind eyes, his cassock looking out of place among the sea of threadbare coats.  

“You look troubled, my son,” the priest said in Polish, leaning against the railing beside Alek.  

Alek glanced at him, then turned back to the waves. “I’m fine.”  

Father Piotrowski, smiled faintly. “Fine men don’t stare at the ocean as if it holds the answers to all their problems.”  

Alek said nothing.  

The priest didn’t press him, but over the next few days, they crossed paths repeatedly. Bit by bit, Alek found himself opening up—about Aron, about Berlin, about the mother he’d left behind in Poland.  

“Do you pray?” the priest asked one evening as they stood beneath a sky full of stars.  

Alek hesitated. “I used to.”  

Father Piotrowski nodded, as if he’d expected that answer. “It’s never too late to start again.”  

---

On the seventh night, a storm rolled in. The ship heaved and pitched as waves crashed against its sides, sending passengers stumbling across the deck. Alek clung to the railing, his knuckles white, as the rain lashed against his face.  

   In the chaos, he thought of Aron again. He thought of the jump out of the schoolhouse window, of the blood dripping from Aron’s hand, of the way his friend had always seemed unshakable, even when the world was falling apart.  Even when he was bleeding out. 

Alek squeezed his eyes shut, muttering a prayer he hadn’t said since he was a child.  

---

When the storm passed, the ship was quieter. The passengers moved more slowly, their faces pale and drawn. But the next morning, as the sun broke through the clouds, a cry went up from the bow.  

“Land!”  

Alek pushed through the crowd, his heart pounding. There it was—the hazy silhouette of a city on the horizon.  

Ellis Island.  

---

The ship docked, and the passengers were herded like cattle through the immigration process. Alek waited in line for hours, clutching his papers and his satchel, his nerves frayed. When his turn finally came, the officer barely looked at him before stamping his documents and waving him through.  

Alek stepped out into the crisp autumn air, the sprawling skyline of New York City rising before him.  

It wasn’t Poland. It wasn’t Berlin. It wasn't anything that held the slightest inkling of familiarity.   

But it was a beginning.  

---

That night, Alek found himself in a crowded boarding house near the docks, sharing a room with three other men who spoke no Polish. He lay on the narrow cot, staring at the cracked ceiling, and for the first time in months, he let himself cry.  

Not for Berlin, or for Poland.  

But for Aron.  

Because Aron should have been here, not him. Aron, with his sharp wit and stubborn optimism, would have loved the energy of this place, the promise of something new.  

Alek clutched the small cross around his neck and whispered into the darkness. “I’ll make this worth it, Aron. I swear.”  

And as the city buzzed around him, Alek began to dream of what his new life could be.  

Chapter 14: The Goodbye

Aniela stood at the edge of the train platform, the cool Berlin morning air biting at her skin. The sounds of bustling passengers—shouting porters, clinking luggage, and the dull roar of a distant engine—washed over her, but in that moment, everything felt distant, muffled. Her heart pounded as if it, too, had been left behind in this city, this country, this life.  

Lottie stood beside her, her eyes red from the night of packing, but there was a fierce smile on her face that tried to cover up the sadness. They had come from different worlds—Lottie, the daughter of a struggling single mother, Aniela, a runaway from her father’s oppressive farm—but they had found common ground in the little apartment they’d shared for the past few months in Berlin. A small, dingy flat, but it was home, and it was theirs.  

“You’ll be okay, Aniela?” Lottie asked softly, reaching out to squeeze her friend’s hand.

Aniela nodded, swallowing hard against the lump in her throat. She wanted to tell Lottie everything—the weight of the secret she’d carried since the day she found the money sewn into the coat, the fury she’d felt when her father had caught her sneaking out to the train station, how she had almost been caught, but instead, she just smiled. “I’ll be okay. I’m doing this for me. For something new. For freedom.”

Lottie smiled, though her eyes shimmered with unspoken emotions. “You’ve got courage. I can’t believe you’re really doing this.”  

Aniela’s throat tightened, but she didn’t let the tears fall. “I had to,” she whispered, her gaze drifting to the train tracks, as if the train could answer for her. “I had to leave. There was no other way.”  

They stood there for a long moment, neither of them saying anything, just holding onto the moment like it was the last piece of a puzzle they couldn’t finish. Lottie finally pulled her into a tight embrace, burying her face in Aniela’s shoulder. “Go, Aniela. Go find your future. Just promise me you’ll come back and tell me all about it. You’re going to make it.”

Aniela squeezed her friend once more, wishing she could stay, but knowing she couldn’t. Not anymore.  

“I will,” Aniela said, her voice steady, even though her heart was breaking. “I’ll write to you, every step of the way.”  

The whistle of the train sounded, a shrill warning. The crowd surged, and Aniela stepped back, pulling away from Lottie’s embrace.  

With a final, reluctant wave, Aniela turned and stepped onto the train that would carry her far from Berlin. Far from the life she had known.  

---

The journey was long, but it was nothing compared to the way her heart had felt the moment she left Berlin. Paris had greeted her with its usual elegance, the grand boulevards and lit-up cafés a strange contrast to the ragged edges of Aniela’s soul. She wandered the streets of Montmartre for a while, taking in the sights but feeling completely apart from them. The lights, the noise, the people—everything felt foreign. She wasn’t a tourist. She was a survivor.  

Aniela didn’t stop long in Paris; there was a train to catch, and every moment spent waiting felt like a betrayal to herself. She was going to America. She was going to be free. 

---

New York was a blur of sound and color, far more chaotic than she had imagined. The steam of the subway, the hustle of people moving in all directions, the constant rush of life—it felt like the city itself was alive, breathing, pulsing with energy. But as the train screeched into the station, Aniela felt none of that energy. Just exhaustion. And hope. 

Max was waiting for her at the terminal. Her brother. She hadn’t seen him in years. The letter he’d sent, promising that he would be there when she arrived, had been the only thing keeping her going through the darkest moments of the journey. She’d taken a bus from Ellis Island to get here, each mile a weight lifting from her chest.

“Aniela!” Max’s voice broke through the noise, his grin wide, his arms open. 

She hadn’t realized how much she had missed him until she saw him standing there—tall, broad-shouldered, a stranger in his own right, but so familiar. It had been nearly five years since he had left Poland for Philadelphia. He was different now, wearing a well-tailored suit, his accent thick with American English.  

But his eyes were still the same. 

“Max,” she whispered, her voice cracking.  

Max reached her in two strides, pulling her into a tight hug. “I can’t believe you’re here.” He pulled back, his eyes scanning her face. “You look... you look like you’ve been through hell.”

Aniela swallowed, her mind flashing to the nights on the train, to the fear she’d carried with her all the way across Europe. “I’ve made it this far, Max. I’ll be okay.”

He didn’t push, just nodded, offering her a small smile before taking her suitcase. “I’ve got a place for you. We’ll get you settled. Come on.”  

The subway ride to his apartment in Philadelphia felt like another lifetime. She barely spoke, too tired to form the words, too overwhelmed by the shift in her life. Max was talking about all the things she hadn’t known, his new job, the neighborhood they would live in, the places he wanted to show her. But Aniela’s mind kept wandering to that far-off place—the home she’d left, the life she’d left behind.  

When they finally arrived at the small, neat apartment, Max gave her the grand tour—tiny, but cozy, with an air of new beginnings. He had even set up a room for her, neat and sparse, but welcoming.  

“You can rest tonight,” Max said, placing her bag down on the bed. “Tomorrow, we’ll find you something to do. There’s plenty of work around here. But first, you need to eat. Let me make dinner.”  

Aniela nodded, suddenly exhausted in a way she hadn’t expected. She had thought she would be full of energy once she stepped off that ship. But now that she was here, it felt like everything had caught up with her all at once.  

“I’ll help,” she said, following him into the kitchen.  

Max smiled over his shoulder. “No need, you’re a guest. But you can keep me company while I work. There’s a lot to talk about. A lot that’s happened since you left.”  

And as they sat together in the small kitchen, Aniela finally felt, for the first time in a long while, like she might just be able to breathe.  

America was a long way from Poland. But here, in this tiny apartment, surrounded by the noise of the city and the warmth of her brother’s voice, she could start again.  

Chapter 15: A Glimpse of the Past

Alek stepped out of the workshop, his hands rough from hours of welding, his muscles aching in the cool Philadelphia night. He’d been working nonstop, saving every penny he could for a better life. The opportunity in Detroit was like a dream come true—a job at one of the biggest auto factories in the world. Welders in Detroit made more money than most people dreamed of, and Alek knew he had to take it. He'd been hearing whispers of the booming industry for weeks, the steel and iron shaping America into something new, something modern, and he wanted to be part of that. It was the kind of chance someone like him couldn’t afford to let slip by.

Tonight, though, before the long road ahead, he had something else to take care of. His stomach growled, reminding him of the simple need for something familiar. A quiet dinner. A celebration. A moment to let his guard down before the next chapter of his life began.

He made his way toward the small butcher shop down the street, the warm smell of roasting meat curling into the night air. He was looking forward to a quick meal before hitting the sack, maybe taking a few minutes to sit and think.

As he pushed open the door to the butcher shop, the bell above it chimed softly, and Alek was immediately greeted by the warmth inside. The shelves were lined with cuts of meat, and the smell of fresh bread and roasted potatoes hung thick in the air. He moved toward the counter, scanning the selection, but then—

His breath caught in his throat.

There, standing by the counter, was a figure he hadn’t seen in what felt like a lifetime. A girl from his past.

Aniela.

She was just as beautiful as he remembered—maybe even more so. Her golden hair was longer now, cascading down her back in soft waves. Her blue eyes, those sharp, ocean-like eyes, met his and for a second, neither of them spoke. Her gaze softened, and then her lips parted into a smile that tugged at something deep inside him.

"Alek?" she asked, her voice light, yet carrying that familiar warmth that had always made him feel both comforted and unsettled at the same time.

Alek froze, not sure if his legs were capable of carrying him any closer. She looked different—more mature, her features sharper, but there was something undeniably her about the way she carried herself, like a flicker of the girl he had known.

"A-Aniela?" he stammered, his heart picking up speed. He’d thought about her—dreamed about her, even—but never once did he imagine he would see her here, not in a city like this. Not in the middle of his new life, so far away from the war, from everything.

She laughed, a sound that echoed in the small butcher shop like music. "I can't believe it's really you," she said, stepping closer. "I thought you were a ghost or something. You—" she paused, her eyes glinting with mischief, "you jumped out of a window, didn't you? I never knew what happened to you after that. You just disappeared."

Alek laughed too, though it came out rough and hoarse, like a forgotten memory. "Yeah, that was a hell of a leap, wasn't it?" He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly self-conscious, but also relieved to see her—really see her. "I...I thought you'd forgotten about me."

She shook her head. "How could I forget? You were the crazy kid in the school who did something everyone else was too scared to do." She studied him for a moment, her smile faltering for a brief second before it brightened again. "You look... different, Alek. But still the same in some ways. I didn’t expect to run into you here of all places."

Alek didn't know how to respond to that, to the flood of memories, of things he'd tried so hard to bury. Aniela. That time in his life—the simplicity of it, the way it all felt so far removed from who he was now. He was a different person. But seeing her... he was still that same kid, too.

"I never thought I'd see you again either," he admitted, his voice quieter now, the weight of the years settling between them. He glanced at her hands, wondering where she’d been, what had happened since they parted ways. "You—what are you doing here? In Philadelphia?"

Her eyes softened, the familiar warmth of her smile not quite hiding the trace of something else—something deeper. "I’m... just passing through, Alek. My brother lives here. He got me out of Poland a few years ago."

Alek felt his chest tighten. "Your brother? You’ve been in America this whole time?"

She nodded, her gaze faraway for a moment. "I left Berlin in 1921. I don’t know why I didn’t write to you—" Her voice faltered slightly, and Alek could see the flicker of regret behind her eyes. "But I couldn’t."
· FIX THIS!!!!	Comment by Carolyn Kotwicki: FIX THIS, they didnt know how to write to each other- CAROLYN!

There was a weight between them now, an unspoken understanding of everything that had happened since that moment when he jumped out of that window to escape the Russians. The fear, the run for their lives, and the years that had separated them, pulled them in different directions. Yet, here they were, in a butcher shop, speaking the same language, the same memories, as if no time had passed.

"Where are you headed?" Alek asked, his heart thumping wildly in his chest. He couldn’t help it—there was a pull inside him, an urge to know everything, to know what had happened to her since he saw her last.

She hesitated. "I’m staying here. My brother’s here, he lives just up the lane.” He wants me to come to live with him." She paused, looking him over again. "And you? What are you doing here?"

Alek ran a hand through his hair, suddenly unsure of how to answer. "I—" He stopped. He couldn’t tell her about the job in Detroit. The welding. The factories. Not now. It felt too raw, too soon. Instead, he said, "I’m working here. Trying to build something. Maybe going to Detroit soon. Things are... changing, Aniela."

She smiled softly, the kind of smile that made his heart ache. "I’m glad you’re here. I hope you get everything you want, Alek. You deserve it."

There was silence between them, a pause that felt like everything had been said, yet nothing at all. Alek wanted to reach out, to say something more, but the words tangled in his throat.

"I’ll see you around, right?" she asked, her smile widening as she turned to walk toward the door.

"Yeah," Alek replied, his voice raw with unspoken things. "I’ll see you."

And as she stepped out into the night, disappearing into the city, Alek stood there, staring at the spot where she had been, feeling something he hadn’t expected to feel—something that made him question everything he had thought was settled.

He wasn’t ready to go to Detroit. Not yet. Not while the memory of Aniela was still so fresh, so real. He wasn’t done with this chapter, not by a long shot.

Not when the past had just walked through the door and smiled at him like nothing had changed.

—
Chapter 16: Shadows and Warmth

Aniela pulled her coat tighter around her as she stepped into the cold Philadelphia night. The streets were damp from a recent rain, the wet pavement glinting under the dim glow of streetlamps. Her breath clouded in the air as she walked, her shoes clicking softly against the cobblestones. The night felt quieter than usual, the city muffled in a way that made her feel both safe and vulnerable.

She hadn’t expected to see Alek again. Not here, not now. His face—older, rougher, yet unmistakably Alek—lingered in her mind. It stirred something she hadn’t felt in years, a kind of warmth that she didn’t quite trust. Seeing him had been like looking into a window of a life she’d left behind, one where her biggest worries were schoolwork and village gossip. It felt so distant, like it belonged to someone else.

She shivered and quickened her pace, her feet carrying her toward Max’s apartment. The streets were quiet, but the cold kept her company, sharpening her focus. She tried to shake off the memories Alek had stirred, but they clung to her like a shadow. The way he’d looked at her, like he couldn’t believe she was real—it had unsettled her in ways she couldn’t name.

By the time she reached the building, her fingers were stiff with cold. The stairs creaked under her weight as she climbed to the third floor, the familiar scent of fried onions and stale tobacco clinging to the narrow hallway. She unlocked the door and stepped inside, the air inside colder than it was outside.

Max was working late again. His job at the docks kept him away most nights, leaving her alone in the apartment. She didn’t mind, not really. It was better than Berlin, better than the farm. At least here, she didn’t have to watch her father’s shadow stretch across the walls.

She lit the small gas lamp on the kitchen table, its dim glow flickering weakly against the cracked plaster walls. The apartment was bare, almost spartan—a bed, a table, a single chair, and a trunk where they kept their clothes. She crossed the room and pulled a blanket off the bed, wrapping it around her shoulders as she sat down at the table.

Her thoughts drifted, as they often did, to the farm. She could still smell the damp earth of the fields, feel the coarse texture of the straw beneath her fingers as she worked. And she could still see him. Her father, his rough hands, his heavy boots echoing against the wooden floors.

Aniela clenched her fists, her nails biting into her palms. She hated how the memories crept in uninvited, poisoning everything. She hated how his voice still echoed in her head, how she could still feel his presence even though she’d left him behind.

She remembered the first time it had happened. She’d been thirteen, standing in the barn, the sunlight streaming through the gaps in the wooden walls. He’d come up behind her, his hand rough against her shoulder. She’d frozen, too young to understand, too scared to resist. Afterward, he’d called her Katarzyna, her mother’s name, like it absolved him of what he’d done.

Even now, the thought of him made her stomach twist. She hated him. Hated how he had stolen her childhood, how he had taken something she could never get back. And she hated herself for the way she’d stayed quiet, for the way she’d let it happen because she didn’t know what else to do.

Aniela shook her head, forcing the thoughts away. She couldn’t let herself dwell on it. Not tonight. Not after seeing Alek.

Alek.

The name felt strange on her tongue, like a relic from a past life. He’d been a boy when she’d last seen him, all sharp angles and nervous energy. Now he was a man, his shoulders broad, his face lined with the weight of years she couldn’t imagine. He’d looked at her like she was something precious, something worth remembering.

It made her feel exposed, vulnerable in a way she hadn’t felt in years. She’d spent so long building walls around herself, walls that no one could break through. But seeing Alek again had cracked something inside her, something she didn’t even realize was there.

She pulled the blanket tighter around her, her fingers brushing against the coarse fabric. She wondered what would happen if she saw him again. Would he still look at her like that? Would he ask her about her life, about the years that had passed?

Part of her wanted to tell him everything. About her father, about Berlin, about the nights she’d spent staring at the ceiling, wondering if she’d ever escape. But another part of her—the part that had learned to survive—wanted to keep it all locked away. She didn’t want to be vulnerable. Not again.

The sound of footsteps echoed in the hallway outside, and Aniela tensed, her heart leaping into her throat. But it was only one of the neighbors, their heavy boots fading into the distance. She let out a shaky breath, her shoulders slumping.

She closed her eyes and let herself imagine, just for a moment, what life might have been like if things had been different. If her mother had lived. If her father hadn’t become the monster she knew. If Alek had stayed in Poland.

She didn’t know what she wanted anymore. But as the lamp flickered and the apartment grew colder, one thought lingered in her mind: Maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t as alone as she thought.




Chapter:17 
Alek’s perspective
· streets of Philadelphia listen Bruce Springsteen idk 

Alek walked back to his apartment carrying a cumbersome bag of groceries, the brick

· I want to add more about his dad, create a parallel in strength but binary opposites in ability to follow through. * Like Amir & Baba in the kite runner 

What’s happening in Philly 1920s:

· Immigration, Harlem  renaissance
· 1925 I think aviation cause lindbergh in 1927
· - prohibition, “Wet as the Atlantic Ocean” 

Ok Alek and Aniela I want them to go to a speakeasy roaring 20s, 
· NEW OK OK, because of Harlem renaissance there was a housing crisis, forget welding job, they move it Detroit because of housing crisis maybe idk 
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