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Magnified

Magnified, Book One

Mell Eight


Prologue

2004

 

“Gramma, are you really dying?” Shira asked. She spoke around the thumb tucked in her mouth, but Great-grandma Chana still smiled down gently at the small three-year-old girl and her very chubby cheeks. Yani’s sister was such a baby, but she could say things that Yani didn’t dare. He was thirteen after all, and post-bar-mitzvah children knew better. 

“I’m sorry to say that is finally true,” Gramma replied gently. The Eastern European accent she had never lost despite her many years living in the US, softened her consonants. Yani had heard her kind voice almost every day of his life, and it hurt to know that was about to end. “It is my time, as such a time comes to us all. God writes in his book, every Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, who will live and who will die. Shira, this year I asked God to take me to him. I have been on this earth for long enough.” 

“But I’m gonna miss you, Gramma,” Shira sniffled. 

Mom came over then and pulled Shira into a hug. Yani wished he were still young enough to get the same treatment. He could use a hug too. Gramma had been around for forever. She was nearly a hundred years old, although since her original birth certificate had been lost, no one was exactly certain of her precise birthdate. Instead, they celebrated on the day she had finally earned enough money to buy an actual house and move the entire family out of the city. 

Gramma Chana was such a constant fixture in Yani’s life that he couldn’t imagine what it would be like with her gone. She had held him when he was born and had attended every birthday party and Passover Seder. In fact, just ten years ago, she’d still held Thanksgiving dinner at her house. Tzimmes for Thanksgiving was weird, according to Yani’s non-Jewish friends, but the sweet-potato-and-marshmallow dish was a staple for his stomach, and he couldn’t understand why no one else had it too. It was one of Gramma’s specialties. 

Gramma had stood tall at his bar mitzvah just a few months back when she read an aliyah. Her hug after he read from the Torah while she stood next to him and watched with pride visible in every bone had been the strongest one of that day. In fact, Yani couldn’t think of a single important moment when Gramma hadn’t been there with a wide smile on her face. 

But now she was lying in bed at a hospital, surrounded by her family. Grandpa Gideon was there, holding her hand while his younger brothers, Aharon and Shmuley, and their two much younger sisters and all their kids and grandkids hovered nearby. Great-uncle Shimon stood in the corner watching with tears in his eyes; Gramma had raised him too. 

Mom was still holding Shira, standing next to Grandpa with her two older brothers. All of Yani’s many cousins were across the room. In fact, the room was packed with people. 

Gramma sighed and smiled happily as she looked around the room. “Truly, I have been blessed. To have such a family. If only—” She paused on another sigh. “Yani.” She beckoned toward him. “I have a story to tell you. A very important story.” 

Yani slowly walked closer to her bed, taking her wrinkled and scarred hand in his. She had worked hard when she first immigrated to America. Sixteen-hour days mending and sewing in a tiny basement apartment, trying to feed five people while learning to speak and read English and all of the new and strange American customs, had left their scars. 

“I’ve already heard all of your important stories, Gramma,” Yani said gently, hoping to escape from one last telling of her days as cargo with four young children in tow aboard the steam ship that had brought her and her entire family across the Atlantic Ocean to America. 

“Not this one, my dear,” Gramma Chana said with a very gentle smile. “This one I have not told you, but it is my most important story. It is the story I have kept close to my heart all these years; the story of survival and love in utmost adversity. In fact, everyone should listen and remember, Shimon especially,” she added in a louder voice to the rest of the room. “About my younger brother, Yakov.” 

“Yakov? He stayed behind in Europe,” Grandpa Gideon said, but Gramma just continued to smile and began telling her tale. 

*

1944

 

The woods were frightening at night. They were frightening during the day too. In these times, everything was frightening. Chana knew that, but she still put on a brave face for the children. She was the oldest left in the family, and they all looked to her for guidance. 

Mother and Father were smoke and ash now. Even Chana had heard the rumors about Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen. She couldn’t miss those rumors in the Ghetto, although most adults laughed that such terrible things could actually occur. Giant chimneys where the bodies of thousands of murdered Jews were immolated? Preposterous. No human being could condone such gruesome and inhumane acts. But Chana did not doubt the cruelty of the Nazis. 

Just two nights prior, the Ghetto had been emptied. All of their meager belongings had been left behind while every single man, woman, and child of every age had been loaded aboard a train in cattle cars. Mother and Father had been rounded up the previous month with many of the other older adults. They had been told that there were jobs for them elsewhere. Mother had promised to write the minute she arrived in her new home, but no letter had ever come. 

Bubbie had died in the Ghetto, and Zayde had buried her in the basement of the house they shared with four other families. There hadn’t been a graveyard in the Ghetto. Zayde had limped aboard the train and passed away from the heat and lack of water within a few hours, but he had passed with a smile because he could finally join Bubbie in heaven. 

And then the train broke down, and the lurching, crashing halt broke one of the bolts on the car door. The day was scorching hot for midautumn, and while the train idled, people died. Inside the metal train cars, the air sat heavy with human stench. Water wasn’t available and the captives were suffering. The only breeze came through the tiny barred windows at the very top of the car, which didn’t do anything to cool them or alleviate the human stench. In the middle of the night, some of the men managed to force the door open. Chana gathered what was left of her family, and they ran. People around them died as guns fired and bullets struck, but Chana managed to keep her family safe and moving. 

“Mama, I’m hungry.” Five-year-old Shmuley didn’t understand why dinner or breakfast wasn’t served. He and his young siblings always got something to eat, even when the adults went hungry for days at a time. 

“We’ll find something to eat soon,” Chana tried to reassure not just Shmuley but all of the family. All they could do was keep walking. At some point, they would find an abandoned farm where they could hide and scrounge for food. She hoped. 

“We passed a town while on the train,” Yakov insisted. “If nothing else, I can steal some bread. Chana, why don’t you try to get everyone to sleep while I go look?” 

Yakov was still young. He was just barely eighteen, and curled in his arms was his newborn child, a child who would never know his mother. The birth had been too difficult in the Ghetto. The baby had been breech, and there hadn’t been a proper midwife to turn him. Somehow, they had saved the baby, but Shira, Yakov’s wife, was buried next to Grandmother and Chana’s own husband. Yakov hadn’t cried. Crying in the Ghetto was a useless endeavor, but then, it had been an arranged marriage insisted upon by the Ghetto elders. Life went on in the Ghetto despite the harsh conditions, and marriage was a part of life. Yakov and Shira had been the proper age, so the wedding had occurred. And now Shira was dead and Yakov had a child he couldn’t take care of in his arms. 

Chana took Shimon. She was starving, too, and the younger kids were going to die if they didn’t eat. How could she argue with Yakov when he still had the strength to do something to save them? 

Yakov continued walking while Chana guided the children in gathering piles of dead leaves to make beds. The activity distracted them from their woes for a few minutes, and sleep did the rest. Chana closed her eyes, but she didn’t dare drift off. With Yakov gone, she was the only one who could stay alert to the arrival of the Nazis chasing after them. She would be their only warning if they needed to run and hide. 

Yakov didn’t return that night. Morning dawned and the forest slowly awakened. The birds sang and sunlight drifted serenely through the leaves. It was a lovely morning for a funeral. Shimon fussed weakly in Gideon’s arms, the starved seven-year-old just barely able to hold the weight of an infant, while Chana gathered Aryeh’s body to her chest with shaking fingers. He was her baby, just four years old and with so much of the future ahead of him. But the cold of the night had taken him no matter how much she begged him to wake up. 

She couldn’t bury him without a shovel, but she arranged his body nicely against a tree. The sunlight streamed down on his tiny, unmoving face, too thin and hollow for someone of his age. Chana slowly stood, unwilling to take her eyes off her baby, and took Shimon from Gideon to have something to steady her hands and keep her from falling back to her knees beside Aryeh. She didn’t know all of the burial prayers, but the most important one she had heard too many times. Aryeh deserved to be remembered with the proper prayers, for his memory to be a blessing in G-d’s eyes as much it would always be in her heart. 

“Yitgadal v’yit kadash sh’may raba.” (Magnified and sanctified be G-d’s great name.) She chanted the Mourner’s Kaddish in a voice that shook and stuttered over every word. She wanted to cry. She was crying on the inside, but there wasn’t enough water for her to allow actual tears to fall no matter how hard her heart had broken. Gideon gripped her skirt, and Aharon was holding Gideon’s and Shmuley’s hands as they all spoke their goodbyes to Aryeh. The reminder of the rest of her children around her kept her knees locked so she didn’t fall back to the ground in dispair. “O’seh shalom beem-romav, hoo ya’ah-seh shalom aleynu v’al kol Yisrael.” (Let He who makes peace in the heavens, grant peace to all of us and to all Israel.) 

The prayer was finished. Aryeh was gone, but she still had four other children to think about. They couldn’t remain at a graveside while they waited for Yakov to return. If they stayed in one place, the chances of the Nazis finding them grew. Chana switched Shimon to her left arm and took Gideon’s hand in her right hand and they walked on. She couldn’t help one last, lingering look back at her baby, but the Ghetto had already hardened her heart to the inevitability of death, so she turned around and kept walking. 

They all survived the day. Somehow. But Chana knew night was coming and that Shimon didn’t have the strength to make it to another morning. Aharon might not either. Still, they gathered together piles of leaves for their bedding. Chana kissed Aharon, Gideon, and Shmuley on their foreheads, bidding them good night, and then curled up next to them with Shimon in her arms. She didn’t dare sleep, but exhaustion and weakness were quick to overcome her resolve. 

She woke to someone shaking her shoulder. It was better than the bullet in the head the Nazis would have provided, but she still came awake with a yell of fright. 

“Chana,” Yakov hissed. “It’s me!” She sat up and cooed at Shimon for a few moments to quiet him before looking at Yakov. He wasn’t smiling, but some of the grim heaviness that had rested on his shoulders had faded. In his hands was a loaf of bread, which he handed to Chana in exchange for Shimon. He picked up a flask and a clean-looking rag from the ground. Inside the flask was actual milk, still warm from the cow. He soaked the rag and let Shimon happily suck on it. 

“Mama, eat,” Aharon insisted. He showed her the half-eaten loaf of bread in his hands. She looked to see that Gideon and Shmuley each had one of their own and that there was a fifth loaf, Aryeh’s, on the ground next to them. 

She turned to stare incredulously at Yakov even as her hands were busy ripping pieces of bread off the loaf to stuff into her mouth. 

“I’ve found us a place to stay,” Yakov explained. “An older gentleman caught me in his kitchen, but when I explained why I was there, he offered us a parlor to stay in and food.” 

“Oh, Yakov,” Chana gasped. “Really?” 

“There’s a catch,” Yakov said, “but I’ll explain it to you some other time.” 

“Yakov,” Chana admonished. 

Yakov smiled. It was the first smile Chana had seen any of her family wear in years. Every other happy moment had been forced and under the strain of the Ghetto. Yakov’s smile held true pleasure, and his eyes had a twinkle she hadn’t seen since he was very young. 

“It’s a catch I’m willing to pay,” he insisted. “Don’t worry, Chana.” 

So she didn’t. The bread was more important at the time anyway. 

*

2004

 

“So you lived happily ever after?” Shira asked, interrupting Gramma’s story. 

Gramma shook her head, but her smile had dimmed at the telling of her horrible tale. She had never spoken about her time during the Holocaust. Grandpa Gideon had mentioned running from the Ghetto and finding a place to stay and hide for the remainder of the war, but he didn’t remember much from so long ago. Yani hadn’t had any idea just what Gramma and Grandpa and all the rest of his family had gone through. 

He had read about the Nazis in school. World War II was filled with so much pain, and public schools didn’t want to traumatize their children with images of the devastation or horror stories about the concentration camps. Lessons were watered down to abstract thoughts about the price of blindly following orders or the tragedy of genocide. Yani hoped high-school-level history had more depth, especially after hearing Gramma’s story. 

Hebrew school hadn’t had the resources or the time to educate Yani to the fullest extent possible. For two hours on Thursdays and Sundays, Yani had to learn everything he needed to know for his bar mitzvah. There wasn’t time to really impart the whole five thousand years of Jewish history. The Holocaust had its own unit, because that was the greatest tragedy of the Jewish people, but it was mixed together with all the other tragedies: the destructions of the Temple, getting thrown out of Spain, England, Portugal, Europe, and modern radical Islamic terrorism in Israel. 

Still, there was a sort of collective memory among the Jewish people. Getting thrown out of Spain had occurred in 1492, yet Yani still felt betrayal and sadness over it. The Holocaust had ended decades before his mom’s birth, yet he still cried at the loss of six million of his people. There was no accurate way to describe the pain of memory the Holocaust brought to Yani’s mind, no proper way to encompass the terrible feelings, but Gramma’s story certainly tried. 

“Not yet, Shira,” Gramma replied. “I’ve told you the story of my happily ever after. When I met Rabbi Herzstein and fell in love?” 

“Ohhh,” Shira gasped. “Yeah, I remember. You got to move out of the city and aunties Miriam and Ariela were born.” 

“It was the happiest day of my life to move to the suburbs,” Gramma agreed. 

“My English was finally good enough that my teachers stopped ignoring me at school,” Grandpa Gideon added. “And we didn’t have to share that one mattress any longer.” 

Gramma was smiling again, the happy memories beating back the ghosts of the past. 

“I still can’t believe my Gideon managed to get into college after all that!” she agreed, referencing another story Yani had heard many times. “And then Aharon, Shmuley, and Shimon followed right after. I’m still paying off those school debts, you realize.” 

“I paid off my own school debts,” Miriam, the retired lawyer, grumped from where she was sitting with Ariela on a couch across the room. 

Grandpa Gideon opened his mouth to respond, but Shimon beat him to it. 

“What happened to my father?” Shimon asked softly into the momentary silence. 

Gramma’s smile dimmed slightly, and Yani felt everyone in the room shift awkwardly in place. Such a dark story at a deathbed didn’t seem right, Yani knew, but stopping Gramma seemed even worse. 

“The rest of the story isn’t so bad,” Gramma sighed. “But it is strange.” 

“Strange?” Yani asked, unable to stop his mouth from opening. 

“Oh, yes,” Gramma nodded. “Very, very strange.” 

*

1944

 

Yakov led the way a couple more miles through the woods. They were backtracking, which made Chana nervous even though they weren’t following the exact same trail. The Nazis could still be out there searching, and they were walking right to them. But the Nazis didn’t appear. Instead, Yakov found an old path in the underbrush. It was clear that animals still used the trail. Yakov pointed out deer tracks to the younger children while Chana steered them away from the animal’s leavings. They were going to someone’s house, and Chana wouldn’t have them appear smelling so horrible. 

There was nothing they could do about the fact that they hadn’t had proper baths in months or that they had spent the last few days running for their lives in the wilderness after hours aboard the stinking hell of the train, but Chana did what little she could. 

The forest ended suddenly on a high ridge. Below, Chana could see the town and the train tracks they had involuntarily ridden over. There were people in that quiet town who had seen the cattle cars overstuffed with humans pass by. They lived in their quaint houses with their happy families, went to their churches and community centers, and ignored the human suffering that must pass by on the train tracks multiple times every week. There were even houses right next to the tracks; the occupants could not have missed their cries for help, for food and water, for fresh air. 

Yet the train had gone by, and no one had done anything to save them. 

Chana almost understood why. If she and her family had suffered so much at the hands of the Nazis just because they were Jewish, how would a stranger fare when caught helping a Jew? Probably worse, Chana guessed. Still, purposeful ignorance was deplorable. She turned her back on the town and followed Yakov along the ridge. 

There was a gigantic manor outside the town. They had to sneak down the steep slope of the ridge and along backstreets and alleys on the outskirts of town to get to the gated entrance of the long driveway. Yakov pulled out a key from inside his shirt and unlocked the gate. Chana ushered everyone through and waited while Yakov relocked the gate and tucked the key away again. 

The driveway was extensive. The longest part of the journey shouldn’t be a simple driveway; the distance was nothing compared to how far they had run after the train breakdown, but that was how still how these few feet of road felt. Her fear and anticipation of what they would find at the end of the drive held Chana in check, but eventually the full glory of the manor came into view. 

From what she could see from the driveway, the building had at least three floors and two full wings. It was old, hand-built from stone mined centuries ago. Ivy grew along one wall, and the gardens looked untended. 

Yakov didn’t bother to knock. The front door was unlocked and led into a darkened foyer. Heavy drapes were pulled across the grand windows, and white sheets covered the chandelier and furniture. Chana couldn’t honestly see much of the house as they were led along carpeted floors on the first floor until they reached the back of the building. Yakov again didn’t knock as he pushed open a door to a large parlor. 

Three long couches covered in sheets were set to one side and an armchair almost as large as a couch was situated next to the empty fireplace. 

“You can stay here,” Yakov explained. “I’ll go get some wood to start a fire.” 

He left. Chana stepped tentatively into the room, but Gideon and Aharon didn’t wait. They pulled Shmuley in with them and began exploring. Sheets were pulled from furniture, and only Chana’s reprimand kept them from being tossed on the floor. She would have to properly fold them later. 

“Mama, look at this,” Gideon said, awe in his voice. He was standing next to an open doorway across the room and pointing inside. Chana joined him and gasped. It was a bathroom with a porcelain sink, tub, and toilet. She hadn’t expected such modern conveniences in such an old house. Tentatively, she reached out and twisted the handle on the sink. Clear, icy-cold water gushed out, flowing quickly through the pipes without a hint of rust or blockage. She shut the cold tap off and turned on the hot, but hot water was too much to hope for. 

“It’s drinkable,” Yakov called from behind her. “The boiler is broken, but there’s a big enough kettle that you can heat over the fire.” Chana heard the crackle of flames and turned around to see Yakov outlined sharply by the fire as the damp kindling caught and the wood began to smoke. He looked light, as if something good had overtaken the hell they had experienced over the last years. Yet there was still a touch of darkness in his face that she couldn’t place. She only saw it thanks to the light from the fire, and as soon as Yakov stood, it vanished from sight. 

She would have to sit down and speak with Yakov soon, but there were other priorities that should be taken care of first. She picked up the heavy kettle and filled it with water from the tub. It hung neatly on a hook over the fire to heat while she filled the tub with cold water and roughly stripped all three of her children. Their clothes made a stinking pile in the corner of the bathroom—another long-needed task she would get to remedy soon. 

The fire was hot so it didn’t take too long for the water to heat. She used the folds of her skirt to protect her hand as she lugged the kettle into the bathroom and then poured the hot water into the cold bath until it was nice and warm. 

Yakov took the kettle from her when she was done and passed over an entire bar of fresh soap. Chana couldn’t believe it. She hadn’t seen real soap since before her family had been forced from their home and relocated to the Ghetto. She stared at it for a very long moment while Yakov smiled and her children shivered in their nakedness. Shmuley began to inch his way out of the bathroom, as if he could escape the inevitable bath, but Yakov pressed the soap into her hands and the matter was decided. 

Gideon, Aharon, and Shmuley were scrubbed within an inch of their lives and then sent to dry in front of the fire. Shimon was next, held carefully above the water as he got his first hot bath ever, and then was passed to Gideon to mind while she ruthlessly scrubbed their clothes. Children and clothing were laid out by the fire to dry while Chana took her own bath. She emerged, feeling human again, and put on her still-wet shift. The water was black by the time she finished with it, and Chana was glad to pull the drain plug and let the water vanish. 

Shimon was dressed in clothes that weren’t his, Chana realized when she located the baby tucked deep into the armchair where he wouldn’t roll. Smallclothes had also been found for her boys, and a new set was laid out for her as well. 

“Uncle Yakov brought them,” Gideon said in explanation. Chana changed clothes and joined her family by the fire, where bread and smoked meat had been left as well. 

Where was this bounty coming from? Chana worried about the price Yakov was paying for clothes, food, and shelter. Plus, luxuries like soap were beyond anything Chana had ever imagined. She couldn’t begin to repay such kindness, yet Yakov had taken it upon himself. She would find some way to help Yakov, some way to express her gratitude to their benefactor. 

The meat probably wasn’t kosher, but food was food, and Chana made sure everyone ate. The baby had more fresh milk, heavy with cream, and then drifted off to sleep. Everyone got a soft couch to sleep on, and Chana fell asleep feeling safe for the first time in years. 

*

Winter came, and the world outside their windows grew white and cold. Every day Yakov brought them more wood from the woodpile outside. Once a week, he would journey to town to purchase fresh goods for them to eat, although Chana couldn’t guess where he had gotten the money to do so. He had shown her where the kitchen was so she could prepare meals for the family with whatever he brought back. 

The children spent their days recovering. It was a slow process, but one of Chana’s happiest days was when all three of her remaining children were strong enough to go outside and run around. They could act like children again! There was a gaping hole where Aryeh had once been, and as her children ran around, Chana finally found the strength to cry and to mourn for her lost baby. Just one more day of life and Aryeh could have been running around with his brothers, but no one knew what the future held, and God had taken Aryeh to peace and sanctuary early. 

Safety and good meals had brought them all back from the brink of death, even if they still had to remain quiet while playing for fear that the people in the town might overhear and report them to the Nazis. Even Chana had gotten involved with a snow fight on a couple of memorable occasions. 

It was an almost undisturbed time, free of most worry or strife. But Chana still worried. She didn’t know what was happening in the outside world. Had the Nazis taken control of all of Europe? When would they descend on the town below and discover the Jews hidden within the manor? The ferocity of the Nazis woke her from nightmares at night, and she worried that the war would be lost and Nazism would spread into their simple world again. 

Chana had no doubt that the first place the Nazis would visit when they came to this town was this manor, which had plenty of opulence for them to steal. There wasn’t a train station in the town; maybe that was why they hadn’t already taken it over. Regardless, Chana prepared to run out the back door into the woods as the Nazis smashed in through the front. 

Most of all, she worried about Yakov. He spent time with the family. He would run around outside with them during the day and feed his son in the evenings. He made sure they had everything they needed. But he didn’t sleep with them at night, and there were entire days when he didn’t appear at all. 

Chana had caught him whistling a happy tune once, when she had been walking to the kitchen to make lunch. There was always a smile on his face, but some days he also looked pale and ill. He was happy, that much she could tell, which was why she didn’t confront him about his strange behavior. 

*

In the dead of winter, Yakov caught a cold. He had gotten wet during a snow battle with the children and hadn’t dried off completely before heading back outside to gather more wood. Within a day, the sniffles turned into a full-blown fever and cough. 

Chana lugged extra wood inside by herself, and from the food supplies on hand, she put together a rough chicken soup for dinner. Yakov ate what he could, but the children enjoyed it much more than he did. For the first time, Yakov slept in the room with them. He curled up on the armchair with Shimon, but Chana quickly took the baby so he wouldn’t catch Yakov’s bug. 

For two more nights, Yakov coughed and shivered in front of the fire. As the third night approached, Yakov sat with Chana on her couch. 

“I need you to do me a huge favor,” Yakov rasped, his voice gone from all the coughing. 

“What do you need?” Chana asked immediately. Yakov hadn’t been subtle. He was sick, yes, but Chana hadn’t missed the longing looks at the door or the whimpering dreams that left him stumbling in embarrassment into the bathroom. Someone was absent from Yakov’s life, someone of a sexual nature, and whom Yakov was visibly missing. Chana might be female, but there were some things about a man—even if the man was her brother—that she couldn’t miss. A man in love and missing his partner was impossible to overlook. 

“There is a man living here. I’m supposed to meet with him every Wednesday night, but I’ve been spending most nights there as well.” He was blushing despite the fever, Chana realized. It was hard for him to tell her this, but then he didn’t realize what she had surmised. She might have been happily married and very pregnant with Aharon and then Shmuley a year later, but even she had noticed the glances Yakov had been sending after other young men in the past. Women had never interested Yakov. Their mother had despaired of him ever finding a wife and had been one of the loudest advocates in the Ghetto for his arranged marriage to Shira. That he had managed to have a child with Shira was surprising, but he loved Shimon as any father did. 

She smiled at Yakov, understanding at last what the relationship was between her brother and their benefactor. She hoped he wasn’t selling his body in return for their care, but at the very least she could ensure that Yakov was being treated well. Chana got directions to a basement room, of all places, and once the children were asleep she headed downstairs. 

The house really was huge, and the basement was a maze. Chana made sure to follow Yakov’s directions exactly out of fear she would get lost. The hallways were dark and built from identical gray stone. She was carrying a lit candle as she counted off left and right turns, because that was the only way to see anything. Finally, the hallway she was walking down ended in a heavy wooden door. She knocked and waited. 

“Enter,” a voice called. It was definitely male, but she couldn’t tell anything else about the man Yakov was so enamored with. 

The door was heavy, and it took some effort for her to push it open. The room beyond was pitch black. Her candle barely lit the area just around her; she couldn’t see anything else at all. 

“Where is Yakov?” the voice asked. Chana looked to her right, where she thought the voice was coming from. Even lifting the candle higher couldn’t penetrate the dark. 

“My brother is sick. He has a cold and doesn’t want to pass it on to you. He sent me down here to tell you he isn’t avoiding you on purpose.” 

“I had hoped not,” the voice mused. “But one cannot simply assume. So you are his sister, Chana. He speaks of you often.” 

“Yakov just told me about you today,” Chana admitted politely, “but I could tell these past few days that he was missing someone.” 

“That is gratifying to hear. I find that I have been missing him as well. Come closer, Chana. Let us speak of something else for a moment.” 

Chana did as she was asked, hoping she didn’t trip over something she couldn’t see in the dark. Eventually, she made out a large chair and the vague outline of a man sitting in that chair. He was a tall man; she discerned that much. 

After a few more steps, she started to make out his features. High cheekbones, full lips, and a pert nose. She would have swooned a little herself had she been interested in looking for love. Her husband was too recently passed, the wound too new, for Yakov’s stranger to do more than make her catch her breath. For Yakov, the man must have been irresistible. 

“I must confess I have grown used to the comfort having Yakov with me provides. He is a truly interesting person and I enjoy his company, but he has been giving me something more that I find I need very much at the moment.” 

Chana almost took a step backward. There was something in his voice that she didn’t like. She wasn’t afraid, but she certainly wasn’t happy with what his tone portended. 

“No need to be afraid, Chana. I simply require your hand.” 

She offered her left hand, the one not holding the candle, and he unfolded from the chair and gently took her hand in his. 

His eyes were blue, she noticed absentmindedly. Her worries had vanished. She watched almost in a daze as the man turned her hand palm up and lifted her wrist to his mouth. There were fangs there, Chana saw, and they pierced her wrist with deceptive ease. He started to suck, and Chana felt her eyes slide closed. 

*

Someone was skulking in the kitchen. Martin could feel the strange heartbeat. It wouldn’t do for the villagers to get uppity. He wouldn’t condone thieves. Clearly, something would have to be done to halt the invader, and Martin was the only one in the house who could do so. Martin found his feet and began the journey upstairs, moving at a jog so he could catch the intruder before he tried to leave. 

Martin stepped into the kitchen on silent feet and made his way over to the pantry where the heart was frantically beating. The door pulled open on well-oiled hinges, and inside Martin found a young man piling the loaves of bread Martin kept in the house for the sake of appearances into a dirty shirt. 

“You are not the thief I expected to see,” Martin said softly. The young man jumped and spun around. Martin had meant to say more, perhaps to yell and frighten off the invader, but his mouth snapped shut instead. The brown hair was overgrown and roughly cut, as if a dull knife had been used in a futile attempt to tame the curls. His eyes caught Martin’s attention most. Wide with fear and soft brown, they were overemphasized by cheekbones sunken with hunger, but somehow they tugged on a part of Martin that hadn’t felt alive in at least a century. 

Those eyes widened even more as they took in Martin standing aggressively over him. Martin didn’t sense fear. In fact, he thought he might smell lust. How… invigorating. 

Martin certainly felt something for the thief, and he knew the thief was feeling something in return. Perhaps he would see if this shared lust would blossom. It might be interesting, and perhaps the thief might be the evasive forever companion Martin had despaired of ever finding. Yes, it was certainly worth a try. 

*

Chana blinked and refocused. Martin was sitting in his chair again, and her wrist was back at her side and unblemished. Still, she knew what had happened. Her blood had been taken while she had been forcibly kept from protesting. Martin wasn’t human. She didn’t know what to call him, but “human” was out. 

She took a quick, involuntary step back, looking uncomprehendingly at her wrist, and then up at Martin. She was scared, yet at the same time she knew what cruelty and evil really was like from her time with the Nazis. Martin wasn’t human and that fact frightened her, but he also wasn’t evil. Chana didn’t step forward again—she couldn’t make herself go that far—but she did stiffen her knees and her back to show Martin she wasn’t afraid of him. 

Yakov was selling his blood in return for their safety, and Martin could be giving them a place to stay only to ensure he had a fresh supply. It would be so easy for Martin to kill them all to ensure their silence if Chana tried to run for help. Yet, that thought didn’t quite fit with the way Yakov had been behaving lately. The smiles and happy whistling hadn’t been caused by just anyone. 
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