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        Tomorrow Hugo will be eleven, and Anna and Otto will come for his birthday. Most of Hugo’s friends have already been sent to distant villages, and the few remaining will be sent soon. The tension in the ghetto is great, but no one cries. The children secretly guess what is in store for them. The parents control their feelings so as not to sow fear, but the doors and windows know no restraint. They slam by themselves or are shoved with nervous movements. Winds whip through every alley.

        A few days ago Hugo was about to be sent to the mountains, too, but the peasant who was supposed to take him never came. Meanwhile, his birthday approached, and his mother decided to have a party so Hugo would remember the house and his parents. Who knows what awaits us? Who knows when we will see one another again? That was the thought that passed through his mother’s mind.

        To please Hugo, his mother bought three books by Jules Verne and a volume by Karl May from friends already marked for deportation. If he went to the mountains, he would take this new present with him. His mother intended to add the dominoes and the chess set, and the book she read to him every night before he went to sleep.

        Again Hugo promises that he will read in the mountains and do arithmetic problems, and at night he will write letters to his mother. His mother holds back her tears and tries to talk in her ordinary voice.

        Along with Anna’s and Otto’s parents, the parents of other children, who had already been sent to the mountains, are invited to the birthday party. One of the parents brings an accordion.

        Everybody makes an effort to hide the anxieties and the fears and to pretend that life is going on as usual. Otto brought a valuable present with him: a fountain pen decorated with mother-of-pearl. Anna brought a chocolate bar and a package of halvah. The candies make the children happy and for a moment sweeten the parents’ grief. But the accordion fails to raise their spirits. The accordion player goes to great lengths to cheer them up, but the sounds he produces only make the sadness heavier.

        Still, everybody tries not to talk about the Actions, or about the labour brigades that were sent to unknown destinations, or about the orphanage or the old people’s home, whose inmates had been deported with no warning, and of course not about Hugo’s father, who had been snatched up a month before. Since then there has been no trace of him.

        After everyone has left, Hugo asks, “Mama, when will I go to the mountains, too?”

        “I don’t know. I’m checking all the possibilities.”

        Hugo doesn’t understand the meaning of “I’m checking all the possibilities”. He imagines his life without his mother as a life of attention and great obedience. His mother repeats, “You mustn’t act spoilt. You have to do everything they ask of you. Mama will do her best to come and visit you, but it doesn’t depend on her. Everybody is sent somewhere else. Anyway, don’t expect me too much. If I can ever come, I will.”

        “Will Papa come, too?”

        His mother’s heart tightens for a moment, and she says, “We haven’t heard from Papa since he was taken to the labour camp.”

        “Where is he?”

        “God knows.”

        Hugo has noticed that since the Actions his mother often says “God knows”, one of her expressions of despair. Since the Actions, life has been a prolonged secret. His mother tries to explain and to soothe him, but what he sees keeps telling him that there is some dreadful secret.

        “Where do they take the people?”

        “To labour.”

        “And when will they come back?”

        He has noticed. His mother doesn’t answer all his questions the way she used to. There are questions she simply ignores. Hugo has learnt meanwhile not to ask, to listen instead to the silence between the words. But the child in him, who just a few months ago went to school and did homework, can’t control itself, and he asks, “When will the people come back home?”

        Most days Hugo sits on the floor and plays dominoes or chess with himself. Sometimes Anna comes. Anna is six months younger than Hugo, but a little taller. She wears glasses, reads a lot and is an excellent pianist. Hugo wants to impress her but doesn’t know how. His mother has taught him a little French, but even at that Anna is better than he. Complete sentences in French come out of her mouth, and Hugo has the impression that Anna can learn whatever she wants, and quickly. Unable to think of an alternative, he takes a skipping rope out of a drawer and starts jumping with it. He is better at hopping than Anna. Anna tries very hard, but her ability at that game is limited.

        “Did your parents find a peasant for you already?” Hugo asks cautiously.

        “Not yet. The peasant who promised to come and take me didn’t show up.”

        “My peasant didn’t show up, either.”

        “I guess we’ll be sent away with the adults.”

        “It doesn’t matter,” says Hugo, bowing his head like a grown-up.

        Every night Hugo’s mother makes sure to read him a chapter from a book. Over the past few weeks, she has been reading him stories from the Bible. Hugo was sure that only religious people read the Bible, but, surprisingly, his mother reads it, and he sees the images very clearly. Abraham seems tall to him, like the owner of the pastry shop on the corner. The owner liked children, and every time a child happened into his shop, a surprise gift awaited him.

        After his mother read to him about the binding of Isaac, Hugo wondered, “Is that a story or a fable?”

        “It’s a story,” his mother answered cautiously.

        Hugo was very glad that Isaac was rescued, but he was sorry for the ram that was sacrificed in his place.

        “Why doesn’t the story tell any more?” asked Hugo.

        “Try to imagine,” his mother advised him.

        That advice turned out to work. Hugo closed his eyes and immediately saw the high, green Carpathian Mountains. Abraham was very tall, and he and his little son Isaac walked slowly, the ram trailing behind them, its head down, as if it knew its fate.
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        The next night a peasant came and took Anna away with him. Hugo heard about it in the morning, and his heart tightened. Most of his friends were already in the mountains, and he remained behind. His mother kept telling him that a place would soon be found for him. Sometimes it seemed to him that children were no longer wanted, and that was why they were sent away.

        “Mama, why are they sending the children to the mountains?” He can’t stop his tongue.

        “The ghetto is dangerous, don’t you see?” She is curt.

        Hugo knows that the ghetto is dangerous. Not a day goes by without arrests and deportations. The road to the railway is crammed with people. They are burdened with heavy packs, so heavy that they can hardly move. Soldiers and gendarmes brandish their whips over the deportees. The miserable people are shoved and collapse. Hugo knows now that his question, “Why are they sending the children to the mountains?” was foolish, and he is sorry he hadn’t been able to restrain himself.

        Every day his mother equips him with short instructions. She repeats one directive: “You must look around you, listen, and not ask. Strangers don’t like it when you ask them questions.” Hugo knows his mother is preparing him for life without her. He has had the feeling that over the past few days she has for some reason been trying to keep him at a distance. Sometimes her strength fails her, and she weeps and moans.

        Otto sneaks in to play chess. Hugo is better than Otto at the game, and beats him easily. Seeing his defeat, Otto raises his hands and says, “You won. There’s nothing to do.” Hugo is sad for Otto, who doesn’t play well and doesn’t even notice a simple threat. He consoles him and says, “In the mountains you’ll have time to practise. And when we meet after the war, you’ll be well trained.”

        “I don’t have any talent.”

        “The game isn’t as complicated as it seems to you.”

        “It’s complicated for me.”

        You have to prepare yourself for independent life, it occurs to Hugo to say to him, but he doesn’t say it.

        Otto is a passive boy. He’s like his mother, who keeps saying, “There are some people that the war gives life to. I raise my hands and surrender. I don’t have the strength to fight over a slice of bread. If that’s what life is, you can have it.”

        Otto’s mother was a high-school teacher. People still respect her even now, in these lamentable conditions. In the past she expressed opinions and estimations and presented examples from ancient and modern history. Now she shrugs her shoulders and says, “I don’t understand a thing. A different kind of reason has come to the world.”

        Hugo records in his heart everything his eyes see: the people who enter the house in a panic and spit out a horrifying bit of news, and the ones who sit by the table and don’t utter a word. The house has changed beyond recognition. The windows are shut tight and the curtains add to the darkness. Only from Hugo’s narrow window, which looks out onto the courtyard, can he see Railway Street and the deportees. Sometimes Hugo recognizes a parent or a child from his class among the deportees. He knows that his fate will be no different from theirs. At night he burrows under his blanket and is sure that he is now protected.

        People come in and out of the house without knocking on the door and without asking permission, like after his grandfather died. His mother greets them, but she can’t offer them a cup of coffee or lemonade. “I have nothing to give you,” she says, raising her hands.

        I’ll remember every corner of the house, Hugo says to himself, but more than the house, I’ll remember Mama. Mama without Papa is lost. She tries to do everything necessary; she runs from place to place to find a peasant who will take me with him to the mountains.

        “How can we know that he’s an honest peasant?” his mother keeps asking in despair.

        “That’s what people say,” they reply.

        Everyone is groping in the dark, and in the end they deliver their children to the unknown peasants who come at night. Evil rumours say that the peasants take the money for themselves and deliver the children to the police. Because of those rumours, some parents aren’t willing to let the peasants have their children. “When the child is with you, you can defend it,” a panicked parent will say. For some reason, Hugo is not afraid. Perhaps because he used to go to his grandparents in the country in the summer. Sometimes he stayed for a week with them. He loved the fields of corn and the meadows, where spotted cows grazed. His grandparents were tall and quiet. They spoke little. Hugo loved to be in their company. He imagines his life among the peasants as one of great tranquillity. He will have a dog and a horse, and he will feed them and take care of them. He always loved animals, but his parents refused to take in a dog. From now on, he’ll live in nature, like the peasants who doze under the trees at noon.

        For safety’s sake, Hugo and his mother go down into the cellar at night and sleep there. At night the soldiers and gendarmes sweep through houses and snatch up children. Quite a few children have already been seized. The cellar is cold, but they wrap themselves in blankets, and the cold doesn’t penetrate.

        Otto secretly sneaks in and tells Hugo that Anna has reached the mountains safely and that he has already received a letter from her. Every letter that arrives from the mountains is a small victory. The sceptics, of course, keep to their pessimism and say, “Who knows what conditions the letters were written under. The peasants who brought the letters asked for more money. There’s no love of mankind with them, just greed.”

        Hugo hears the sceptical voices and he thinks of telling Otto, You mustn’t be so pessimistic. Pessimism weakens you. You have to be strong and encourage your mother.

        At first the majority were optimists, but in the past weeks they have become a minority. People dismiss their hopes and hold them in contempt.

        At night his mother admits that she hasn’t succeeded in finding a peasant who is willing to hide him. If there is no alternative, she will take him to Mariana.

        Mariana is a Ukrainian woman who went to primary school with Hugo’s mother. While still a young girl, she left school and had fallen low. What does “fallen low” mean? Hugo asks himself. A wagon rolls down and tumbles into a chasm, but a person collapses and doesn’t make the sound of rolling down.

        Hugo likes to listen to words. There are words whose sounds make their meaning clear to him, and there are words that don’t evoke pictures but just go past him without showing him anything.

        Hugo sometimes asks his mother the meaning of a word. His mother tries to define it, but she doesn’t always manage to make a picture out of the word.

        Just then Aunt Frieda comes into the house with some news. Frieda is well known. Everybody talks about her with a certain smile. She was married twice, and she has recently been living with a Ukrainian man years younger than she.

        “Julia, don’t worry. My boyfriend is willing to take you to his village. He has an excellent hiding place.”

        His mother is stunned. She hugs Frieda and says, “I don’t know what to do.”

        “Don’t lose hope, my dear,” says Frieda, pleased that the family is accepting her again.

        Frieda is a pretty woman. She wears unusual clothing, and every once in a while she causes a scandal. Because of her wild way of life, her family kept its distance from her. Even Hugo’s mother, who helps the needy, wasn’t charitable to her.

        Frieda keeps praising her boyfriend, who is willing to endanger himself for her and for her family. “Only Ukrainians can save us, if they want to,” she says, glad to be able to help her family, even though it has been estranged from her for years.

        Hugo’s mother thanks her again and says, “I was already in despair.”

        “You mustn’t despair,” says Frieda. It is clear that she has been practising that sentence for years, and now she can demonstrate that despair is indeed an illusion. “There’s always a way out. There’s always someone who loves you. You have to be patient and wait for him.” Hugo looks at her closely, and to his surprise he discovers the features of a little girl in her face.
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        The ghetto is thinning out. Now they are snatching old people and children in houses and in the streets. Hugo spends most of the day in the dark cellar, reading and playing chess by lantern light. The thick darkness plunges him into early sleep. In his sleep he escapes from the gendarmes by climbing a tree, but in the end he falls into a deep pit. When he wakes up, he is glad that the fall didn’t hurt him.

        Every few hours his mother comes to see him. She brings him a slice of bread spread with fat, and sometimes an apple or a pear. Hugo knows she is denying herself food to give him more. He implores her to eat a portion of the food, but she refuses.

        Again, another transport. Hugo stands at the narrow window and watches. There are shoves, screams and bitter fights. In the pressing crowd, Frieda’s colourful figure stands out. She is wearing a flowery dress, her hair is dishevelled, and from a distance it seems that the shoving is making her laugh. She waves her straw hat as though she hadn’t been caught but was going of her own free will on holiday to a resort.

        “Mama, I saw Frieda in the transport.”

        “Impossible.”

        “With my very eyes I saw her.”

        In the evening Hugo’s mother finds out that Frieda has been seized and deported without any of her belongings. The great hope that her Ukrainian boyfriend would give them refuge has been destroyed.

        Hugo’s mother speaks more and more about Mariana. Mariana lives outside of the town, and they will apparently make their way to her through the sewer pipes. The pipes are wide, and after midnight little sewage runs in them. Hugo’s mother tries to speak in her ordinary tone of voice, and from time to time she gives it a tinge of adventure. Hugo knows she is doing that to calm him down.

        “Where is Otto?”

        “I assume that he’s also hiding in a cellar.” His mother speaks curtly.

        Since his mother told him they would make their way to Mariana through the sewer pipes, Hugo has been trying to recall her face from his memory. His efforts evoke only her height and long arms, which hugged his mother at the meetings when he was present. Those meetings were mostly fleeting. His mother would give her two packages, and Mariana would hug her warmly.

        “Does Mariana live in the country?” Hugo gropes in this new darkness.

        “In a village.”

        “Will I be able to play outside?”

        “I don’t think so. Mariana will explain everything to you. We’ve been friends ever since we were girls. She’s a good woman, but fate hasn’t been kind to her. You will have to be very disciplined and do exactly what she tells you to.”

        What is the meaning of “fate hasn’t been kind to her”? Hugo wonders. It is hard for him to imagine that tall, pretty woman dejected or humiliated.

        His mother repeats, “Everyone has his own fate.”

        That sentence, like the one before, is inscrutable.

        Meanwhile, Hugo’s mother takes a knapsack and a suitcase down into the cellar. She places books in the knapsack, and the chess set and the dominoes. She packs clothes and shoes in the suitcase. It is stuffed and heavy.

        “Don’t worry. Mariana will take care of everything. I spoke with her. She liked you,” his mother says with a trembling voice.

        “And where will you go, Mama?”

        “I’ll look for a hiding place in the nearby village.”

        His mother has stopped reading the Bible to him, but after Hugo puts out the lantern, he hears her calling to him. Her voice is soft, melodious and penetrating.

        “You must behave like a grown-up,” his mother says, not sounding like herself. Hugo wants to reply, I’ll do everything that Mariana tells me to do, but he stops himself.

        At night sounds come from outside and shock the cellar. They are mainly the sobbing of women whose children were snatched away from them. The women were daring and ran after the gendarmes, pleading with them to return their children. The pleas drove the gendarmes mad, and they beat the women furiously.

        After the kidnappings, silence reigns. Only here and there a suppressed sob is heard.

        Hugo lies awake. Everything that happens in the house and in the street affects him. An expression that he heard by chance returns to him at night with intensified clarity. It is hard for him to read and hard for him to play chess. Images and sounds fill him.

        “Where is Otto?” he keeps asking his mother.

        “In a cellar.”

        Hugo is sure that Otto, too, has been snatched, thrown into a truck, and is now on his way to the Ukraine.

        His mother sits with her legs crossed and describes the place where Mariana lives. “She has a big room and within it is a big closet. In the daytime, you’ll be in the big room, and at night you’ll sleep in the closet.”

        “At Mariana’s, are they also liable to seize me?” Hugo asks cautiously.

        “Mariana will watch over you like a hawk.”

        “Why will I have to sleep in the closet?”

        “For safety’s sake.”

        “Will she read out of the Bible for me?”

        “If you ask her.”

        “Does she know how to play chess?”

        “I imagine not.”

        The short questions and answers sound to Hugo like final preparations for a secret journey. Sitting in the cellar oppresses him, and he is eagerly looking forward to the day when he’ll put the knapsack on his back and go down into the sewer with his mother.

        “Is there a school there?” he suddenly asks.

        “My dear, you aren’t going to go to school. You have to be in hiding,” his mother says in a different tone of voice.

        That sounds like a punishment to him, and he asks, “Will I be in hiding all the time?”

        “Until the end of the war.”

        He is relieved. The war, he has heard, will not be long.

        Hugo’s questions, asked as he gropes blindly, pain his mother. Usually she answers with a complete sentence or gives half an answer, but she doesn’t deceive him. She has a rule: never deceive. But there were times, to admit the truth, when she blurred things, distracted him, and concealed facts from him. For that reason, her conscience bothers her. To overcome her twinges of conscience, she says, “You must be aware, listen to everything that’s said, and understand that we’re living in strange times. Nothing is the way it was.”

        Hugo feels that his mother is distressed, and he says, “I’m listening, Mama. I listen all the time.”

        “Thanks, dear,” his mother answers. She has been feeling recently that she has lost control over her words. They slip out of her mouth and don’t touch on the main point. For example, she wants to tell Hugo about Mariana and her profession, so that he will know and be careful, but all the words she tries to mobilize don’t help her.

        “Excuse me,” she says suddenly.

        “What for, Mama?”

        “Nothing. My mistake,” she says, and she covers her mouth with a handkerchief.

        Again Hugo is ill at ease. It seems to him that his mother wants to tell him a big secret, but that for some reason she is hesitating. That hesitation makes him talk too much and repeat things he’s already told her.

        “Does Mariana have children?” Hugo tries a different approach.

        “She isn’t married.”

        “What does she do?”

        “She works.”

        To conclude the interrogation, she says, “There’s no reason to ask so many questions. I repeat, Mariana is a good woman. She’ll watch over you like a hawk. I trust her.”

        This time Hugo is insulted, and he says, “I won’t ask.”

        “You’re allowed to ask, but you have to realize that there isn’t an answer to every question. There are things that it’s impossible to explain, and there are things that a boy of your age can’t understand.” To console him a bit, she adds, “Believe me, everything will be clear to you. In a short while you’ll understand a lot of things. You’re a smart boy, and even without answers, you’ll understand.” His mother opens her eyes wide, and they both smile.
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        The night finally came. It was preceded by a day of house-to-house searches, kidnappings, and cries of dread. The noose was getting tighter, and his mother decided that after midnight they would set out. All the days in the cellar, Hugo didn’t feel afraid. Now, as he is on his knees and stuffing the books back into the knapsack, his hands tremble.

        “Did we forget anything?” asks his mother, the way she used to ask before they went on holiday.

        It’s one in the morning, and they walk up the steps in the dark house. Through the darkness Hugo can see his room – the desk, the dresser and the bookcase. His school bag lies at the foot of the desk. I won’t be going to school any more – the thought passes through his head.

        Hugo’s mother hastily puts a few small things in a handbag, and they go out the back door into the street. The street is dark and silent, and they cling to the walls as they walk, to avoid discovery. Near what was once the bakery is the manhole. Hugo’s mother pulls up the cover and goes down. Hugo throws her the suitcase and the knapsack. He immediately dangles his legs down, and his mother takes him in her arms. Luckily for them, the sewage isn’t deep at that hour, but the stench and the stifling air slow them down. Hugo knows that quite a few people have been caught coming out of the sewers. His mother assumed that on a Sunday night the guards would be drunk, and they wouldn’t leave the ghetto to lie in wait for people running away. From time to time the level of the sewage rises, and the air grows more stifling. While they are trudging along, Hugo collapses. His mother doesn’t lose her wits. She drags him, and in the end she pulls him out. When he opens his eyes, he is lying on grass.

        “What happened, Mama?” he asks.

        “It was suffocating, and you felt ill.”

        “I don’t remember anything.”

        “There’s nothing to remember.” His mother tries to distract him.

        Hugo will think a great deal about that dark night, trying to tie the details together, and he will wonder again and again how his mother had managed to pull him out of the sewer and restore him to life.

        But meanwhile, it’s dangerous to linger in the open field. They make their way, hunched over, to a nearby grove of trees. Every few minutes they stop, kneel, and listen.

        “Mariana works at night, and you have to get used to being alone.” His mother reveals another detail to him.

        “I’ll read, and I’ll do arithmetic problems.”

        “I hope that Mariana has a light in the closet,” she says in a trembling voice.

        “When will you come and see me?”

        “That doesn’t depend on me,” she says without emphasizing any word in the sentence.

        Then they take a break and sit without talking, and it seems to Hugo as if many hours have passed since they left the cellar, were in the sewer, and clambered out of it.

        “Will Papa also come and visit me?” he asks, hurting his mother without knowing it.

        “It’s very dangerous to wander around outdoors, don’t you see?”

        “And after the war, will you come and visit me?”

        “We’ll come right away. We won’t delay even a minute,” she says, and she’s glad that this time she’s found the correct words.

        Then she tells him that she doesn’t intend to go back home. She will go to the nearby village. She has a friend there, someone with whom she’d gone to school, and maybe this friend will agree to hide her until the troubles are over. If that friend doesn’t agree, she will go to the village of Khlinitsia, where a woman who was a servant in Hugo’s grandparents’ house lives, an old woman with a good temperament.

        “Why can’t you stay with me?”

        “There isn’t room for me.”

        Then she speaks in a torrent, as though she were reading out loud or reciting. Hugo doesn’t understand anything she is talking about. He only senses that she wants to tell him something that’s hard to reveal. It’s her voice, but not her usual voice.

        “Mama.”

        “What?”

        “And you’ll come to visit me?” The words burst from his mouth.

        “Certainly I’ll come. Do you have any doubt?”

        The silence mingles with the darkness, and the smell of the damp grass rises from the soft ground. “Autumn,” says his mother, and her voice wipes away the memory of the stifling sewer and the fears of the night. Other sights, silent and enchanting, rise from oblivion.

        In the autumn they used to go for a week in the Carpathians, to see the fallen leaves. The autumn lay on the earth in a myriad of hues, and they would step slowly, so as not to destroy the big leaves that floated in bright colours, detached from the trees. Hugo’s father would bend over, pick up a leaf, and say, “A waste.”

        “A waste of what?” His mother’s question came promptly.

        “Of this beauty.”

        Other marvellous things were said then, but Hugo didn’t take them in, or maybe he didn’t retain them. His contacts with his parents at those times were delicate and soft, and what was said sank into him.

        For a moment it seems to Hugo that his mother is about to say, It’s late, let’s go home. We were wrong, but we can correct the error. His mother sometimes used sentences like that, expressions of her optimism. His father liked that sentence and would try to adopt it in his own way.

        “How do you feel?” she asks, looking at Hugo with her eyes wide open.

        “Excellent.”

        “Thank God. In half an hour we’ll be at Mariana’s.”

        Hugo, flooded by memories of the Carpathians, tries to delay the parting and says, “Why rush?”

        “Mariana is waiting for us. I wouldn’t want to delay her. It’s late.”

        “Just a little.”

        “We can’t, dear. The way was long, beyond what I had thought.” Hugo knows that phrase, “beyond what I had thought”, but this time it seems as if it has been plucked out of another place and another time.

        “What time is it?” Hugo asks.

        “It’s two-thirty, after midnight.”

        Strange, the thought flits through his mind, why did his mother say “after midnight”? There was no light in the whole area. Everything was night. Why say “after midnight”? Wasn’t that self-evident?

        “It’s very late. I wouldn’t want to bother Mariana too much. But if we make an effort, we’ll be there in half an hour,” his mother says softly.
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        Hugo’s mother was right. Before long, they are standing by a narrow wooden door. His mother knocks, and to the question in a woman’s voice, she answers, “Julia.”

        The door opens, and a tall woman, dressed in a long nightgown, stands at the entrance.

        “We got here,” says his mother.

        “Come in.”

        “I won’t disturb you. Hugo’s clothes are in the suitcase, and there are books and games in the knapsack. We came through the sewer pipes. I hope the clothes didn’t get dirty. You know Hugo?”

        “He’s grown since I last saw him,” she says, and looks at him.

        “He’s a good boy.”

        “I’m sure.”

        “Mariana will watch over you. She remembers you from when you were very little.”

        “Mama,” Hugo says, as though his lips have stopped him from saying more.

        “I have to leave immediately and get to the village before dawn.” She speaks with strange haste and takes something shiny out of her handbag and hands it to Mariana.

        “What’s this?” says Mariana, without looking at the jewellery.

        “It’s for you.”

        “Good God. And you?”

        “I’m going away from here to Sarina, and I hope to get there before sunrise.”

        “Be careful,” says Mariana, and she hugs Hugo’s mother.

        “Hugo, dear,” she says, “always be quiet and polite. Don’t bother with questions and don’t ask for anything. Always say please and always say thank you.” The words are choked in her throat.

        “Mama.” He tries to keep her for another minute.

        “I have to go. Take care of yourself, dear,” she says, kisses his forehead, and separates herself from him.

        Mama, he is about to call out again, but the word is blocked in his mouth.

        Hugo manages to see her go away. She walks stooped over, making a way for herself through the bushes. When she is swallowed up in the thick darkness, Mariana closes the door.

        That is the break, but Hugo doesn’t feel it. Perhaps because of the night chill that his body had soaked up, or because of his fatigue. He is very confused and says, “Mama left.”

        “She’ll come back,” says Mariana, not meaning it.

        “Is it far to the village?” he asks, breaking the first rule that his mother drilled into him.

        “Don’t worry about your mother. She’s experienced. She’ll find a way.”

        “Sorry.” He tries to fix things.

        “You’re surely tired,” Mariana says, letting him into the closet, a long, narrow space without windows. At first sight it looks like the roomy pantry in Hugo’s house. But the strong smell of sheepskins immediately reminds him of the shoemaker’s cellar, where his mother brought shoes to be repaired every few months.

        “This will be your bedroom. Can I bring you something to drink?”

        “Thanks, there’s no need.”

        “I’ll bring you some soup.”

        Hugo surveys the closet, and on his second look he discovers colourful nightgowns suspended from hangers, a few pairs of shoes, and, on a surface like a bench, scattered silk stockings, a corset and a brassiere. Those women’s things amuse his eyes for a moment.

        Mariana brings him the soup and says, “Eat, dear. You’ve had a hard day.”

        Hugo eats the soup. Mariana looks at him and says, “You’re a big kid. How old are you?”

        “Eleven.”

        “You look older. Take off your shoes and go to sleep. Tomorrow we’ll sit together and talk about how to make your days with me pleasant,” she says, and closes the closet door.

        It’s still dark outside, and through the cracks in the closet wall the shrieks of birds of prey filter in, as does the clear cry of a rooster that has woken up. For a moment it seems to Hugo that the door will open soon and his mother will come in, stooped over, the way she was in the habit of walking during the past weeks. She will tell him that she has found a marvellous hiding place and that they will go there together now. Her voice and expression are clear, and he awaits her arrival intently. But in the end fatigue overcomes him, and he falls asleep.

        It is an uncomfortable sleep that presses on his chest and binds his feet. Several times he tries to slip out of the oppression. In the end he wakes up and feels better.

        Now he can see the closet. It’s narrower than he imagined. Through the cracks between the boards light filters in and brightens the back. The front remains dipped in thin darkness.

        Sleep, it seems, has wiped the expectation away from his heart. He sees his mother standing at the counter in the pharmacy with his father at her side, as though time had frozen them in their places. The panic of the last few months is not visible on them. They look quiet and settled, and if they weren’t frozen into mummies, there would have been no change in them.

        While he is still wondering about their frozenness, the door opens, and Mariana stands in the doorway, dressed in a colourful nightgown, with a cup of milk in her hand.

        “How did you sleep?”

        “Well.”

        “Drink, and I’ll show you my room.”

        Hugo takes the cup and drinks. It is sweet, fresh milk that seeps into him and warms him up.

        “Where’s Mama?” He can’t control himself.

        “She went to the village to find refuge.”

        “When will she come to me?” Again he makes a mistake and asks.

        “It will take a little time. Come, I’ll show you my room.”

        Hugo didn’t expect such a surprise. It is a broad room, well lit and wrapped in curtains. All the slip covers in the room are pink, as are the chairs. Colourful jars and flasks are scattered on the dressers.

        “Do you like the room?”

        Hugo doesn’t know what to say, so he answers, “It’s very beautiful.”

        Mariana chuckles, a kind of suppressed laugh that is hard to figure out.

        “The room is very beautiful.” He tries to correct himself.

        “In the daytime you can play here. Sometimes I sleep in the daytime, and you can watch over my sleep.”

        “I’ll play chess,” it occurs to him to tell her.

        “Sometimes I’ll have to hide you, but don’t worry, it will be for a short time, and then you’ll come back here. You can sit in the armchair or on the floor. Do you like to read?”

        “A lot.”

        “You won’t be bored with me,” Mariana says, and she winks.
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        Mariana goes out and leaves Hugo by himself. The room isn’t like a room where a person lives. The pink slip covers, the fragrance of perfume, give it the look of a beauty parlour. Not far from their house was a beauty parlour. There, too, the furniture was pink. In the corners they shampooed the hair of full-figured women and did their finger- and toenails. Everything was done there with a lazy ease, with laughter and open enjoyment. Hugo liked to stand and look at the scene, but his mother’s feet never crossed the threshold of the beauty parlour. Every time they went by it, her lips would curl into a smile whose meaning he couldn’t fathom.

        For a long time Hugo stands still, wondering about the nature of this roomy place. Finally he sums it up for himself: it’s not a beauty parlour. There isn’t a broad bed in the middle of a beauty parlour.

        Meanwhile, Mariana comes back with a tray of little sandwiches and says, “This is for you. Sit in the armchair and eat as much as you want.”

        Hugo remembers that at weddings the waitresses would serve sandwiches like that. At home the sandwiches were simple and served without a paper wrapping. “These are sandwiches for a wedding, isn’t that right?” The sentence slips out of his mouth.

        “We eat that kind of sandwich here. Are they tasty?”

        “Very.”

        “Where were you recently?”

        “In the basement of our house.”

        “If they ask you, don’t say that you were in the basement.”

        “What should I say?”

        “Say that you’re Mariana’s son.”

        Hugo doesn’t know what to say and hangs his head.

        Hugo senses that he is now standing at the threshold of a new period in his life, a period full of secrets and dangers, and he has to be cautious and strong, as he promised his mother.

        Mariana keeps staring at him. Hugo feels uncomfortable, and to evade her gaze, he asks, “Is this a big house?”

        “Very big,” she says, and laughs. “But you’ll only be in my room and in the closet.”

        “Am I allowed to go out into the yard?”

        “No. Children like you have to be inside.”

        He has already noticed: Mariana speaks in short sentences and, unlike his mother, she doesn’t explain.

        After he finishes eating the sandwiches, she says, “Now I’m going to tidy up the room and take a bath. You’ll go back into the closet.”

        “Am I allowed to play chess with myself?”

        “Certainly, as much as you please.”

        Hugo goes back to his place, and Mariana closes the closet door.

        Three weeks earlier, when the Actions became fiercer, his mother started talking about great changes that were about to take place in his life, about new people that he would meet, and about an unknown environment. She didn’t speak in her usual, simple language, but in words with many meanings, words that bore a secret. Hugo didn’t ask. He was bewildered, and the more she explained and warned, the more bewildered he became.

        Now the secret bears the face of Mariana.

        Hugo had met Mariana several times in the past, mostly in dark alleys. His mother would bring her clothes and groceries. The meetings between them were emotional and lasted only a few minutes. Sometimes they wouldn’t meet for a while, and the image of Mariana’s face would depart from his eyes.

        Hugo curls up in his dark corner, wrapped in one of the sheepskins, and the tears that were blocked in his eyes burst out and flood his face. “Mama, where are you? Where are you?” He whimpers like an abandoned animal.

        He cries himself to sleep. In his sleep he is at home. Rather, in his room. Everything is in its place. Suddenly, Anna appears and stands in the doorway. She has grown taller, and she is wearing a traditional Ukrainian dress. The dress suits her.

        “Anna,” he calls out.

        “What?” she answers in Ukrainian.

        “Have you forgotten how to speak German?” He is alarmed.

        “I haven’t forgotten, but I’m trying very hard not to speak German.”

        “Papa says that you don’t forget a mother tongue.”

        “I assume that’s correct, but in my case, the effort was so powerful that it drove the German words from my mouth.” She speaks in a torrent of Ukrainian.

        “Strange.”

        “Why?”

        “Strange to talk with you in Ukrainian.”

        Anna smiles the restrained smile he knows well: a mixture of shyness and arrogance.

        “Is it also hard for you to speak French?”

        She smiles again and says, “In the mountains people don’t speak French.”

        “When you come back, after the war, we’ll speak German again, right?”

        “I assume so.” She speaks like an adult.

        Only now does he see how much she has changed. She has grown taller, and her body is full. She looks more like a young peasant girl than the Anna he knew. True, some features still remain, but they, too, have filled out and grown wider.

        “Anna,” he says.

        “What?”

        “Until the end of the war, you won’t come back to us?” he asks, and is surprised by the question.

        “My spirit is here all the time, but my body, for now, must be in the mountains. And you?”

        “I just got to Mariana’s now.”

        “To Mariana’s?”

        “My impression is that she is a good woman.”

        “I hope you’re not wrong.”

        “Mama also told me that she was a good woman.”

        “Be careful, in any event.”

        “Of what?”

        “Of those women,” she says, and disappears.
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