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—>  Kostman begged for one of us to tak
+lace while he attempted to open the
it was dark, and we were full of fear
exhaustion. Kostman, m so tall, coulc
not find a right position for pushing. We felt
cose to fainting. ... Finally, with super-
human effort, he managed to slightly lift the
neavy object blocking the entry hole, and it
“ufted a little towards the crook of the bent
'ng. A stream of fresh air quickly revived
all. We got out,
Ve didn't try to figure out at the moment —>
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» what it was all about. Kostman went to
; inform Bojarski of the accident, for it still
hadn't occured to us that he actually tried to
. bury us alive, and that only the broken pole
and gravity made possible the shifting of the
i heavy millstone, saving us from death. Now
. he returned saying that Bojarski was getting
dressed and related that when he saw him he
clasped his head and screamed, “How did
you get out?” and stared at him as though
seeing a ghost.
Bojarski was an interesting character. It
wasn't until some years later, when [ ws
more mature and had time to reflect on all
these happenings, that I tried to understand
him. T am convinced that he gave us shelter
with the intention of saving our lives. The
fact is that for five months he carried out this
r difficult task. It is possible that, with his
a family living under the threat of death, he
y had gradually become used to this spectre.
|, Then, somehow or other, came the breaking

point. Perhaps the temptation of getting the

of our little hoard of money and jewelry

r with the fear of being discovered by —>»
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lhe Nans. the constant Sword of Damocles
hanging over his head, had suddenly broken
his spirit and had propelled him toward
murder. And so, from a man of good-will he
became a criminal.

At the time, however, we had no time for
d«pwmhdeduﬂm

Borjarski came. We watched his huge

ﬁ:;‘n advance towards us in the murky
night.

“Well, boys,” he said, “you'll have to
retumn to the old hole. We'll think of
somethingelselater.” —
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5. THE END IS NEAR

— 3  Not until we got settled in. our old place
under the table did we begin to have serious
suspicions; for it was strange that, fearing an
inspection, he had not made a hiding-place in
the fields, far from the farm, but, on the
contrary, had put us into that hole behind
the barn, which could be more easily

- discovered than his shelter, our original one.
And yet, when you drown, you grasp at
straws.,

We tried to reject these thoughts, tried to
argue that it was merely an accident. After
all, had he not kept us safe for several
months?

Thus we reasoned in our small prison.

Five-and-a-half months had passed since
that winter day when we first knocked on
Bojarski's door, and now came the fatal day:

(e NN
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ST
—_—, We had hunger pangs; another day
without food. 1 couldn’t sleep. I kept
thinking of freshly baked bread. I could
almost smell it. It was late. Kostman and
Waijcen slept in one corner of the hide-away,
a space of about one yard, while I was at the
other end, near the entrance. I felt cold and
so | got between them the way we used to do
during the cold winter months.
However, Kostman said he didn’t want to
feel crowded, got up and took my place by
l the entrance. We were lying quietly,
resigned, dreaming, when we heard faint
! footsteps about the barn. We thought we
| recognized Bojarksi's tread. Perhaps he was *
not as mean as we thought; perhaps he was
bringing us food. We heard him stop before
the board barring the entrance.
Suddenly Kostman stretched out on his I
belly and edged through the opening in the T
kr to the board. We heard the catch open 0

| the board move: a moment of silence, ———»
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— 5 then the flash and crack of a shot, | heard
Kostman wriggling and screaming, "God-
damn....” The rest became a gurgle and then

« mutter,

The board was hurled back and now we
heard only Kostman's hoarse gaspings of
death. Wajcen and | were sitting against the
wall. Kostman, in his final convulsion, threw
himself about, spraying us with his blood.
After a moment of shock and confusion, we
realized that he was dead and it was our turn.
Still, we felt it was a nightmare, a kind of
dream — but Kostman's body was only too
real,

The few moments of quiet seemed to last
hours. We reasoned that, perhaps, whoever
did the shooting didn’t know there were three
of us, and so he wouldn't come back: but no,
we again heard steps and voices.

To reach us, one had to crawl flat on the
stomach; perhaps that seemed to them too

dangerous. We heard straw, which covered
the shelter, being pushed away. We knew it
ur \I it moments. Cramped, without

ike ratsin atrap S E———
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The straw kept being removed. Wajcen
crawled to the other corner, where he
burrowed into some thick straw. | followed
him. We waited,

“They aren't here," said a voice close by, A
thick layer of straw covering me was now
removed.,

“I got him!" shouted a young fellow. His
flashlight shone in my eyes; his pistol
covered my head. | begged him not to shoot,
to spare my life. He looked straight into my
eyes, | saw his face and the muzzle of his old
rusty gun,

“Where is the first one?" he asked.

“He is dead.”

“And where is the second?"

B “Next to me."

8 | heard the report and felt the sharp,
n  burning bite of the bullet under my jaw. My
n ears rang. Instinctively, fully conscious, |
e took a deep breath, closed my eyes and slid
d down. Seconds went by. I felt no pain. |

ly realized that | was thinking. | wasn't sure if |
a8 alive or if this was life after death. Once, —>»




image 45

— in early childhood, my uncle told me a
strange tale.

For three days after death you can hear
and feel, and your hair and nails grow, but
you cannot respond in action. Perhaps this
was what was happening to me? I tried to
open one eye. In the dim light I saw the man
who had shot me. He was talking in a low
voice with someone. Now | knew I was alive.
At the same time | wondered, should I ask
him to shoot me again? If he left me, [ would
only die later with suffering. If not, he would
bury me alive. But I let it ride. I thought of
Waijcen, deeply buried in the straw behind
me. | felt a noose around my feet. They
pulled me out of the hole; evidently I was in
the way of their reaching Wajcen.

| was put down in the mud. The night was.
cold. | was barechested and it was raining. |
opened my eyes and watched the dark sil-
houettes of the men in front of our hole. My
thoughts raced. Should I try to escape? | sat

up in the mud. I heard steps and laid down
dgdin
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A man approached, stopped, and Said,
Might be better to give him another bullet.”
| froze, recognizing Bojarski's voice. I tried
1o look as stiff and dead as possible. Only |
couldn’t overcome the trembling. However,
in the dark it probably was not noticeable.
‘he other man bent over me and put his
and over my mouth. All this time my eyes —»
(continued on next page)
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would burst, he removed his palm. I moUras ‘which BlaE
touched my hands in the dark, looking for
rings, and said to Bojarski, “Let’s not waste a
bullet; he is already stiff.”
The moment he went away, the trembling
I had been controlling now overcame me and
literally shook me.
I wasn't thinking of running away now.
There were too many people moving about
the yard. Among them | recognized the sil-
houetted form of Bojarski's plump wife.
Then I heard a scream from Wajcen —
‘Don’t shoot!” he cried, “Don’t shoot! I want

to livet” |
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