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To Jo, From Joe—
So we both might better understand what love is.
Chapter One
I try to walk in Grandpa’s boot prints, but it is hard because he has a strange step. Ever since his stroke his left foot goes to the side, then forward, to the side, then forward. And I try to follow the rhythm, but I don’t think I’ll ever get it just right.
It is a wintry December morning in Krakow, Poland. Church is over. His steps today are in cold, wet slush, on slippery ice, and sometimes on the old rounded bricks that make up the solid of the road beneath us. To the side, then forward, to the side, then forward he goes as the satchel over his shoulder swings.
“Mateusz, do you know the way to success in life?” he asks, stopping and looking back at me. This means I must answer.
“To be good,” I know it’s not what he’s looking for, but I hope it will at least sound like a sincere attempt.
He laughs. “Well, yes, we should always be good. That is being civilized. But to be a success, we must take things one step further,” he looks down at me and puts his hand on my shoulder. This is his gentle way of saying listen to my words. “You must always finish what you begin. That’s it. Whether it is a journey or one of your drawings, don’t stop until you are finished.” He turns around, starting his walk across the ice again. Then he stops. “George will be waiting for us.” He searches in his pocket. “Here,” he says handing me one zloty. “Why don’t you run ahead and get us a pretzel.”
I smile trotting around him while trying not to fall on the ice. As I get up to the corner, George looks up from behind his glass cart filled with delicious pretzels. “George, one pretzel with poppy seeds, please.” George is the only adult I call by first name. It’s funny because I really have never heard his last name.
“I’ve got one right here. That will be one zloty, please,” he says with a smile handing it to me from behind his glass counter. I silently wish that Grandpa was here so we could begin our tradition of eating it.
Grandpa always divides the pretzel into three parts. “One for you, one for me, and one for The Knights,” he always says. There is a legend of the Krakow pigeons once having been the knights of the city and Grandpa truly believes it. I think he’s a little crazy, maybe it’s something that happens when you get old.
He once said, “All of the knights of Krakow become pigeons. It is their right. So, you might have been a king’s knight or the knight who always treated neighbors proper or a knight like your mother who takes such good care of you and your father. Whatever the kind of knight, they all deserve to eat. We must feed the knights.”
Grandpa walks to the side, then forward, to the side, then forward up to the corner. “George, did my helper Mateusz pay you? Or did he sneak up and steal that pretzel in his hand?”
“Kazimierz, never would I believe your grandson to be a thief. As always, he has paid me with money and a smile.”
Just then the trumpeter started to play his hourly tune from Saint Mary’s tower on the town square. His playing is always cut short as it is said that a Tatar arrow pierced his neck at that very note. As always, Grandpa reenacts the moment by holding his heart and fluttering his eyes until they shut. George and I laugh.
George clears his throat and then suggests, “After you walk around the square, go look in the window at the Christmas cribs. One of them is a masterpiece!”
“A good idea, George. I have a better one and I am going to share it right now,” says Grandpa.
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