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  Returning Home




  My mother rarely had the opportunity to take a break. She always had things to do. From morning till nightfall she cleaned, washed, did the shopping, cooked, washed the dishes, and sewed. My two sisters helped her wherever possible. I was the only one of her five sons who voluntarily helped with the household chores. I liked to, especially to take some of the burden off my mother.




  


  She always got up early to go and buy fresh herbs, vegetables, and fruit. This had to be done first thing because by eight o'clock everything would be sold out. In those days, there were no ready-made meals or frozen herbs and vegetables. If you got to the store after seven o'clock, you were at the end of the long queue and you might not get anything other than the things the others hadn't wanted, or even nothing at all. That's why she had to get up very early to be there before breakfast. I adored my mother and paid attention to her even without being asked. I watched her closely, and that's how I learned how she carried out all the tasks she had to do. And so I was able to help her with washing, cleaning, cooking, and doing the dishes, as far as it was physically possible for someone who was still quite little,and I could also help by fetching the bread.




  





  In summer it was always hot, especially at midday, and no one felt like leaving the house to run any errands, especially not when they involved buying freshly baked hot bread. But I didn't want to leave my mother to have to do all this by herself and wanted to help her with this, too. To me, it was dishonourable to send my sisters or my mother off by themselves to run such errands, especially since there were five boys in our family. But my brothers didn't share those feelings, which is why I always volunteered when the others had made themselves scarce. The bakery wasn't exactly around the corner, and for a small boy like me, just six years old at the time, fetching bread sometimes was a real challenge.


  


  The type of bread I was asked to fetch depended on the kind of meal our mother had cooked. Sometimes I had to walk a long way because, if the queue at one bakery was too long, I'd have to walk to another one where I would be able to buy a particular type of bread. This was sometimes necessary because the bakeries only ever prepared a set quantity of dough so there wouldn't be too much wastage, since people only wanted to buy freshly baked bread. If any bread was left over, it would just be wasted. When this happened, the bakery staff would eat it, or they would give it away to beggars or people in need. I knew from past experience that a long queue meant a good chance that, by the time it was my turn, there wouldn't be anything left. I had no way of knowing how much bread the people ahead of me would want to buy. When I got to a bakery and the queue was long, I carefully watched the quantity of dough still remaining and tried to calculate whether there would be enough. If I couldn't work it out, I'd ask the man behind the counter.




  





  But the most important reason for my calculations and strategies was to try and get back home as fast as possible. I did this so that my family wouldn't have a long wait. And, if it took ages before I got back with the bread, my three older brothers would always be cross and hit me. Sometimes I was simply unlucky and, when I got there, all the bread had been sold out. Then I had to go to another bakery, often one that was much farther away.





  





  My mother always asked me to buy a certain quantity of each different type of bread to ensure that there would be enough fresh bread for everyone. However, it was rare for me to be able to get the exact quantity.




  On my way to the bakery I used to run down a particular lane near our house, where I kept seeing the same beggar, hoping for handouts at lunchtime. He was sitting on the ground, staring at nothing. Sometimes he was asleep when I came running by. I had some strange feelings that I'd never felt before. They were telling me something, but I couldn't understand what it was. I was very friendly, open, and communicative by nature, but I didn't know how to behave towards an old man whom I didn't know. I had no way of judging how he would react if I, a small boy, were to approach him. I knew that grown-ups sometimes gave handouts to a beggar, usually some money, but a child? What did I have that I could give him? Besides, other children my age tended to pester the beggars and sometimes they annoyed them just for something to do, and I thought that if I approached him he might think I was one of them and be aggressive towards me. Also, I was scared to initiate some kind of charity without my parents.
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  I practically never had any leftover money as my mother usually gave me the exact right amount for the bread. Which meant that I wasn't able to give him any money. So the difficult decision I had to make was this: should I stick to my mother's strict instructions about the quantity of bread I was supposed to fetch home, or should I give some of the bread to the beggar and risk a telling off at home. For the first few days I just ran past the old beggar without giving him anything. After all, I didn't have anything other than bread.





  





  But the matter would not leave me alone. Sometimes I just felt like running back there to check whether he was still sitting there. But I didn't. To be honest, I was scared, even though I didn't know why. The whole thing was so strange and mysterious that I just couldn't shake it. At night I lay in my bed wondering whether he was asleep. I wondered whether he had a cosy bed like I did, or whether the stray dogs would harass him. I just was troubled by the thought that the old man had to spend the night all alone out there, without anything at all, not even a chunk of bread to eat.
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