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For my grandparents


Based on true events


According to the Wiesel Commission, between October 1940 and the end of World War II, as many as 380,000 Jews were massacred in Romanian-controlled territories. One of the most well-known incidents, the Bucharest Pogrom, took place in January 1941, when thousands of Jews were dragged into the streets to be tortured or killed.
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Bucharest

January 1941

THE GIRL SITS ALONE IN impenetrable darkness. Shivering, she wraps her arms around her tiny body and buries her face in the collar of her wool cardigan. Out here on the building steps, she tries to remember exactly what her mother had told her. Did she say how long she’d be gone? It was still light out when she last saw her parents rounding the corner, her mother with her shoulders slumped forward, trembling in her thin dress, her father shuffling down the frozen sidewalk just steps behind her. A chill tears through her as she places her palms on the icy concrete beneath her. The winter wind bites into her flesh, slashing mercilessly at her bare legs, and she wishes she had a blanket or mittens, or at least her bonnet, which somehow she has lost. Still, she’d rather be out here in the frigid cold than inside that dark, musty lobby. The smell of cooked cabbage coming from one of the apartments made her stomach growl with hunger, even though at home she always refused to eat it no matter how much her mother pleaded with her.

Drawing her knees to her chest, she looks up at the building’s three stories and its vast, rounded balconies looming above. Certainly, she’s never seen this building before. She has never seen this street, this vacant, dimly illuminated street on which a single lamppost casts a glint of light over the blackened snow. There isn’t a person in sight. It is as if someone has turned out the lights on this once lively city, forbidding any strolling, greeting, or laughter.

Her parents will be back any minute, she thinks, glancing up the length of the street again. She tries to recall her mother’s soft voice telling her not to be afraid, that if she is a brave girl, all will be well. Still, she knows that she shouldn’t be out at this hour. Just the other day, she overheard her parents talking about the curfew, how the Iron Guard were patrolling the city, arresting anyone still on the streets after sundown. How they’d shot someone in front of their own building, right there for all the neighbors to see. She heard them talk about other things, too, things they didn’t want her to hear, whispering in the room next to hers after she’d long gone to bed. Their words were muffled, indistinguishable, but the desperate edge in their voices made her shudder in her warm bed.

There are noises in the distance now—shouting, shrieking voices intermingled with the rhythmic thumping of boots and windows slamming shut in the night. This has been happening for the last few nights, but this time, the sounds are accompanied by a strange smell, something like burnt coal but sickly sweet, which makes her stomach turn. Waves of nausea rise inside her, and she pulls the edge of her cardigan over her face to get relief from the stench, forcing her thoughts to her home and her bed with the pink satin quilt, the familiar light creeping through the door left ajar between their two bedrooms.

Tears well up in her eyes, and she can no longer fight them. She is ashamed, because she knows she is not brave after all, even though she promised her mother that she would try her hardest. I will be good, Mama. I will be patient, she’d said, but now those words seem as if they were spoken a lifetime ago.

In the crook of her arm, her sobs spring free, knifing through the silence and echoing through courtyards and alleyways. Although she knows she should be quiet, there is no way to contain whatever it is that has come loose inside her. She cries until there is nothing left, until even her jagged sighs have melted away, becoming one with the wind. Lying down on the concrete landing, she curls herself up into a ball and finally lets herself slip into a bottomless chasm.

Suddenly, sturdy arms embrace her, lifting her in the air. She is startled awake, and looking up, she sees the face of a woman she doesn’t know—hair pulled back in a silvery bun, random strands falling about her lined, rounded cheeks. The faint scent of starch and perspiration envelops her as the woman folds her against her chest, so tightly that she cannot break free, even though she tries with all her might, flailing her limbs. Yet there is something tender in the woman’s grip, something comforting, and the girl is too cold and tired and weak, so she buries her face in the woman’s bosom and begins to weep. Opening the entrance door with her elbow, the woman carries her back into the lobby. The girl wants to ask if she knows about her parents, if they are coming to get her soon, but when she opens her mouth, only a long, sharp wail escapes from her lips.

“Shh . . .” whispers the woman in her ear. “I’ve got you. Shh . . . You are all right. You are all right.”

In the transient light of a passing car, the woman’s face shines pale and wide like a moon visible amid passing clouds, her eyes like that, too, sparkling and moist. As if sensing the girl’s gaze, they lower to hers, but an instant later, the light is gone, and they disappear from her again, sliding back into nothingness. Only the woman’s arms remain, soft and solid all the same, and that scent encircling her in waves.

“Such a sweet thing,” she thinks she can hear the woman murmur as if to herself in the returning darkness. “Such a sweet little thing.” There is a cluck of her tongue. “What a pity.”
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Twenty years she’s worked as a concierge in this building. Twenty long years, during which she’s gotten to know every family on the block, and so she can practically swear that this little girl does not belong to any of them. No, she is most certainly from a different part of town. Perhaps her parents were visiting someone in the building when the girl slipped away without their realizing. But who would let a child wander off in the middle of Dacia Boulevard? Who would leave a child of three, maybe four, in the middle of gunfire and the curfew and dead bodies lining the streets? In disbelief, in disgust, she shakes her head. She isn’t the most educated woman, but she does know human decency, and she realizes this is an aberration.

Even in her sleep, the poor thing is clutching her hand so tightly that she finds it impossible to move from the stairwell between the lobby and the first floor, where she’s been cradling the girl in her lap. Just when she thinks she can try to lift her, the girl goes rigid, writhing and twisting, and all she can do is still her with her own failing body, folding over hers in a prayer. A prayer that she repeats again and again hours later, when she’s managed at last to bring the child down to her basement room and the wavering light of a winter dawn trickles in through the sliver of glass that is her window.

The girl wakes and sits up on the narrow bed. Her eyes roam unfocused about the tiny space, taking in the old dresser with its peeling lacquer, the kitchen half visible behind the threadbare curtain, the rusted soba in the corner in which a few sputtering flames leap like overgrown moths. Gathering the blanket closer around her, she scoots over to the far corner of the bed, but there is no fear on her face now, only confusion.

“Where’s my mama?” she utters after a silence. Her voice is small, hardly audible. “Is she coming to get me soon?”

The woman’s hands are cold, so cold as she looks down at them, the way they keep rubbing each other as if they have a mind of their own. In the wood-burning stove, the embers flare and pop, and it is only when they’ve turned completely to ash that she raises her eyes.

“No, my sweet girl,” is all she says simply. “No.”
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ANTON AND DESPINA GOZA WERE known in their vast circle of family and friends for their promptness. They never arrived a minute late either for appointments or for social gatherings, regardless of the irregularity of the trolleys, the icy sleet glazing the sidewalks, the alarming state of the city in the weeks past. Despina insisted on punctuality as if it was the very thing that defined her. She was a woman with impeccable social etiquette, always on time and polished to perfection, from her hat fashioned in the latest Parisian style to her reptile-skin pumps chosen to match her handbag and a belt that accentuated her tiny waist. Although she towered by at least a head over her four older sisters, she was profoundly feminine, a vision of restrained, manicured beauty balanced by a sleek, powerful frame. The face of a Greek goddess, friends of her mother often said admiringly and perhaps a little enviously of her porcelain skin, sculpted cheekbones, and wavy chestnut hair that set off the creaminess of her shoulders.

To her dismay that morning, opening her eyes and looking at the pendulum clock on the bedroom wall, she realized that she had overslept. Yet she remained propped against her pillow a little while longer, listening to the world gradually awaken outside her window, like water swelling into a boil. Every morning, she was greeted by the sounds of early traffic on Vlaicu Boulevard, the footsteps and muffled greetings. She found comfort in the familiar, her husband sleeping soundly next to her, the slant of sunlight falling across the foot of their Victorian bed, the café au lait silk sheets shimmering all around her like fine desert sand. But on this particular morning, her tranquility was cut short. Thinking of the day ahead, her stomach somersaulted in an almost violent way. What madness to do this now, she thought. What madness, with the war at our back door.

Deep down, she knew there would never be a right time, that the right time for this may have come and gone long ago. That despite her good fortune and enviable life, she would never have the one thing she desired most in this world. God had turned his back on her, it seemed, for despite her pleas, her silent bargaining, she was still without a child of her own. And yet fragments of hope still existed in her heart, even though she’d have given anything to dispel them. Then all would be quiet. Quiet and still, a land at peace after a long war. Stop wanting, she chided herself over and over, but her heart would not listen.

At least she had given up praying for it. Truly, she should have stopped praying years ago when it became clear that her womb was not capable of sustaining life, when her bouts of self-loathing and hopelessness became so frequent that her sisters began visiting only as a unit, tiptoeing around her, trying to distract her with meaningless gossip. One hasty word, one careless sentence, was enough now to send her into a vortex of despair that lasted for days and from which lately it took all of them to pull her out.

“You are blessed in many ways, Despina. Focus on everything else that you have in your life,” they would whisper encouragingly beneath knowing glances as they brought out boxes of chocolates and served her tea and rubbed her hands while she slumped in a chair, broken, devastated.

Four miscarriages. After each one tore a fresh wound in her heart and her body, after the disappointments had become so predicable that they had lost their bitter edge, her once ardent hope gradually eroded to a mere flicker. Yet the fire wouldn’t die out, not entirely. And now this unexpected chance. The appointment had been set so rapidly she had barely had a chance to prepare herself for it.

In the mirror over the bathroom sink, she sighed at her own image, pressing her fingertips to the hollows under her almond-shaped eyes. Her face was but a whitewashed mask, her Grecian features sharper than usual. In her sleeplessness, she must have bitten her lips, for they looked swollen and slightly bruised, like overripe fruit painted against the backdrop of a blank canvas. A splash of cold water seemed to revive her senses, returning her to the day ahead. Anton came into the bathroom, and they passed each other in the doorway.

“Hello, love.”

He kissed her cheek, flashing her an absentminded but dazzling smile. Despina could not help thinking that he looked handsome in his striped silk pajamas, even at this early hour, his short-cropped hair rumpled, the faint smell of last night’s whiskey still on his breath. He began brushing his teeth, humming a tune to himself. Sometimes his boundless optimism rattled her a little, but it was part of his charm. And her husband was certainly a man blessed with undeniable charm. Even on this morning, watching the bright gaiety with which he performed this mundane task, she couldn’t help smiling.

It wasn’t just her on whom Anton had this effect but practically everyone who knew him. His lightness of being was infectious, irresistible. Women turned their heads as he passed them on the street, looking like Cary Grant in his suits tailored to perfection, a white angora scarf draped over his broad shoulders, hat in hand tipped ever so slightly in a gesture of hello. Underneath the hat, an unguarded smile, not flirtatious but open and cheerful, welcoming the beauty of life. Men patted him on the back and smiled, too, taken with his joie de vivre and prosperity and his arms open to the promise of a new day.
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Ten years had passed since Despina met Anton, yet every detail of the day was still as crisp in her mind as if it was yesterday. She realized with amusement that they might have never met had her father not run out of ink for his Montblanc that Sunday or had he chosen to go buy a fresh jar for himself. But her father had been particularly busy going over his accounting ledgers, and the air was brimming with the promise of spring, so when he’d asked her to go instead, she gladly agreed.

“Piazza Romana,” he’d said, handing her several large bills. “You know the store. And don’t forget to get some envelopes, too. The linen stock if you can find them.”

This was their usual routine. She would buy whatever he needed and was allowed to keep the change. Her father never asked any questions, and there was always something that caught her eye in the display windows along the way—a pretty hat, a silk handbag, a colorful scarf that complemented her hair.

Deep in thought about how she would spend that day’s change, Despina walked the few blocks to Piazza Romana, strolling along in no hurry. She crossed the streets absentmindedly, not bothering to look at the signs, for she knew the route by heart. Her father had been buying supplies there for years, and she was acquainted with the landlady, Mrs. Zoltof, almost intimately. Thus when she entered the store, she was startled to find not the old woman, but a young man perched on a ladder, arranging cigarette cartons on the shelving over the register. Her first thought was that she’d entered the wrong shop, but just as she was about to leave, a confident, friendly voice greeted her from the top of the ladder:

“Good morning, miss.”

There was a smile on the young man’s lips, warm and slow, as if he already knew her. For a moment, she found herself staring, forgetting herself and her manners. A perfectly straight, Roman nose. Strong cleft chin. Light brown eyes, dancing with some unspoken joy, like cognac swirling in the bottom of a glass. As he came down the steps as if it required no effort at all, she glanced at his muscled forearms, dark as honey against the white of his rolled-up sleeves.

“Please, come in, miss,” he said again. “Let me know what I can do for you.”

She stepped in fully, closing the door behind her.

“Yes, I’d like some paper stock and some ink, thank you,” she pronounced crisply, lifting her chin though she wasn’t quite sure why. “I’m Mr. Papodopulos’s daughter. Well, one of his daughters.”

Instantly, she felt ridiculous. Why would he care who she was? She was here to buy paper and ink, for God’s sake. But he seemed genuinely glad for the introduction. As he stepped out from behind the counter, raking a hand through his thick blackish hair, he flashed her that irresistible smile again.

“At your service. Whatever you need.”

Feeling her cheeks grow alarmingly warm, Despina looked away, trying to pin her eyes on something that she might comment about, to distract from the fact that despite the elegance and social graces that had been instilled in her since she could barely walk, she was acting like an absolute oaf. God, this is unbecoming, she thought. He is just a store clerk. Quickly, she turned away and began leafing through the hundreds of stationery samples arranged in narrow wooden slots on the wall.

“I’d like five hundred of these envelopes,” she said coolly, holding one out to him.

She had no idea what she had just pulled off the shelf, but it would do. As he took it from her, their fingers brushed slightly. The pink in her cheeks deepened, and she looked away again, began fidgeting with some miniature glass figurines on a display case. But she could feel his eyes still on her, smiling, amused.
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From the very beginning, Anton fit into her life like a missing piece of a puzzle. Her father, a wealthy Greek businessman who had moved his family to Bucharest after the Great War, took Anton under his wing almost instantly, surprising himself with how quickly he warmed to the young man. Yes, Anton was not nearly as educated as Despina and did not come from a prosperous family, but in the weeks since she’d met him, the changes in his daughter were so favorable that he found himself unable to form a single objection.

Overnight, his youngest daughter began shedding the armor that had cloaked her since their first few years in the new country. When they’d left Greece twelve years before, Despina was a young girl, with eyes like quicksilver and a personality to match. Now at twenty-three, she was somewhat of a stranger to him. She had undoubtedly blossomed into a beauty but one who exuded perpetual coolness, an indifference of sorts.

But now that light in her eyes had returned. She was floating once more through the rooms of their home, twirling around in her silk gowns, her arms outstretched to the sky, laughing, remarking on the beauty or uniqueness of things she had not noticed before. Her energy was contagious, unbounded, it rippled like wildfire. Thus, it was not long before the whole household came to expect Anton’s visits with equal enthusiasm, buzzing around him as if he was a central character in all their lives.

Not a week passed without an invitation to dinner or tea. The young man began looking forward to the freshly baked phyllo pastries stuffed with cheese or spinach or plums, something different each time, and the thirty-year-old brandy that had been placed on the bar cart in the library just before his arrival. He was flattered by the sound of young female voices, delicate like chimes, greeting him at the door, pleased at the way they all crammed into the car next to him on the way to a party as if he was already a part of the family.

From Despina’s father, Anton learned about world events, politics, and business. Art followed, along with a growing appreciation for the small luxuries that accompanied their way of life—crystal wine goblets and monogrammed silverware, the aromatic flavor of imported cigars, the exquisite feel of silk and linen suits that Despina showered him with despite his protests. He wore them when taking her to the opera or to the horse races on Sundays. He discovered how to augment his natural charm with studied finesse, how to kiss a woman’s gloved hand, looking her in the eye for just a brief moment, how to shake a man’s hand with confidence, how to speak in a way that commanded respect, admiration.

They quickly became the talk of the large Greek community in Bucharest, a vision of charm and elegance and undeniable beauty. In Anton’s presence, Despina flourished, becoming ever more radiant. As the weeks passed and they began spending more and more time together, she became certain of only one thing. The life she was destined for truly began that morning her father had sent her to the stationery store that Anton now owned, along with three others in some of the city’s most affluent sectors.

Many great pleasures had passed since. Many moments in time came and went, and the blissful ones far outweighed the disappointments that no lengthy marriage was immune to. And so they were the lucky ones, it seemed. But of all the memories they had built together, the one that Despina recalled with most vivid emotion was a day in the fall of 1935, when she and Anton emerged from the Patriarchal Cathedral on Mitropoly Hill, arm in arm. A photographer had waved for their attention—Look this way, the light is perfect, he’d said—struggling to break through the cheering crowd that lined the length of the stairs. Even now, when she studied the silver-framed photograph, her breath caught a little, not because of how striking they looked—she clad in an exquisite cream charmeuse gown, he in a crisp black tuxedo—but for what the lens had captured in their eyes on that day.
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In their dining room, the pendulum struck slowly nine times as Despina took a sip of her coffee, barely noticing that it burned the roof of her mouth. Over his morning paper, Anton quirked an eyebrow at her, then set down the paper next to his plate.

“If only I was a mind reader,” he said, taking a bite of his toast.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she replied softly.

“Tell me.”

“I don’t know, Anton. What if this is another . . .” She winced, hating to use this word. “Another failure?”

“Then we will try again,” Anton answered without hesitation, as if this was the only answer he could ever give.

She smiled faintly, feeling a little less anxious, grateful for his optimism. But she knew how hard this had been on him, too. She knew what was in his heart—that slight dullness in his eyes perceptible only to her—on those interminable afternoons when they found themselves in the company of her sisters and their parade of children. She almost suggested that they should forget the whole thing, stay home, make a fire. It looked as though it would snow again soon.

“Despina, look at me,” he said insistently. “Darling.”

“Anton,” she began, “Anton, I think—”

“We will not give up,” he interrupted her, and there was a sternness in his voice that she rarely heard. “We will not give up until you have decided that it’s enough. Which, knowing you, my beautiful and stubborn wife,” he added, chuckling softly, “means never.”

Tears flooded her eyes, and she shook her head, partly to curtail them, partly because she did not know what to say. What she wanted to do was fall into his arms right there at the breakfast table, kiss him fully on the mouth, but then she glanced at the clock. If they were going to do this at all, there was no time.

When he pulled out her chair and raised her hand to his lips, she interlaced her fingers through his, squeezed them tightly. There under her touch was all that was real and true, all that would still be hers no matter what fate had in store on this day.
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THE CITY OF THEIR YOUTH flew by in a blur. There were the white peaks of the art deco buildings, the Telephone Palace that was Victoria Avenue’s crowning glory, Hotel Capitol with its delicate, belle epoque facade, where so many times they’d sipped frothy drinks on hot summer nights. No people in elegant garb graced its curved wrought-iron terrace, no lights in the vast windows came into sight, even the crisscrossing bridges bowing over the Dambovita looked as if they served no purpose at all. Soon the deserted avenue spilled into the city’s largest piazza, and the Royal Palace with its endless rows of windows came into view. At the gates, a handful of guards stood like wax figurines looking indifferently over the majestic square, where cobblestones once pounded by a thousand pedestrian feet shone pristinely under a fresh layer of snow.

Few words were exchanged with their driver. It was hardly possible to make small talk about the unspeakable things that had shaken the city to its core in recent days, though Anton attempted to break the silence once or twice, commenting on how his business had slowed to a crawl. “Who needs the trifles I sell at a time like this?” he said, and the driver turned to him slightly and nodded. In the backseat, Despina leaned her head against the cold glass, watching the huge, heavy flakes land on the windshield and shrivel into tiny stars. She wished all she’d seen with her own eyes could disappear like this, turn to water, evaporate from her consciousness.

Three days of massacre, with neighborhoods on fire, bodies lining the streets, broken windows and broken souls, women screaming, and the smell of burnt flesh. And men going missing in the night, flying off buildings with loaded guns at their backs, the sound of gunfire in Cismigiu Gardens. People had been marching in the streets with placards that read, Jews Are the Enemy and Solve the Jewish Problem. Many had painted Christian crosses on their front doors so their homes wouldn’t be vandalized, the facades desecrated. These were people she might have known, decent people, students and union workers, high school kids and gendarmes who had taken an oath to protect the citizens of Bucharest. And behind them, the mobs rallied with angry fists and angry voices, knowing that they were anonymous in their shared hatred. It had become nearly commonplace to see cars in flames in the middle of boulevards, to see men and women dragged into the streets, beaten, kicked with ferocity.

At night, the fury would subside, but the fear in people’s hearts would become most acute. They would shut their windows early, draw the curtains, lower the shutters. They would turn on their radios to drown out the world outside. They would talk casually about acquaintances and children or what they should have for supper, even though outside the Legionnaires, the Iron Guard, marched up and down streets with sharp bayonets pointing up to the sky.

Rumor had it that the Nazi-backed Romanian military arm known as the Death Squads were the most feared in all of Europe. Night after night, they patrolled the city’s quarters in their crisp green uniforms, bearing the triple cross emblem on their sleeves. From blocks away, one could hear the sound of their boots marching in perfect unison, their voices rising and falling together, humming their sinister hymn:

Death, only a Legionnaire’s death,

Is our dearest wedding of weddings,

For the Holy Cross, for the country,

We defeat forests and conquer mountains.

Romanian people, Despina thought, had always been so spirited. But this was fueled by something else, something that her beloved country had embraced, something despicable that pulled at its heartstrings and slowly stole its soul. Hitler’s arm was reaching into the depths of Central and Eastern Europe, without a presence on the ground. Without a presence yet. The arm was extending its way, slowly grabbing the throat of the Romanian people.

It wasn’t long after the holidays that she’d witnessed it for the first time, returning home one afternoon with bags of groceries in hand. Most of the shops in her neighborhood had rolled down their shutters, afraid of the constant looting, and she had walked nearly two hours to find an open grocer that still stocked some essentials—flour, eggs, oil. On her way back, she felt tired dragging along the heavy bags and thought of a quicker way to get home, even though she had promised Anton that she would stick with the main boulevards and stay close to other pedestrians. But sooner than she imagined possible, she found herself in a maze of back streets covered in shattered glass and heaps of burnt rubble. Anton would have been out of his mind knowing that she had wandered through the plundered neighborhood unaccompanied, but she strode on, unafraid.

Soon she reached Negru Voda Boulevard, a quiet street lined with large, shady oaks a hundred years old. A benevolent district, where people once took their time greeting one another, smiling, and shaking hands as children chased one another around their parents’ legs. But on this day, Despina stopped at the corner and gasped, turning her face away.

The Cahal Grande, the synagogue that was one of the city’s oldest landmarks, was on fire. Legionnaires were dancing around the flames, roaring with joy, slapping one another’s backs. They had used a fuel tanker to spray the walls, and the temple had been scorched to the ground. Nothing remained of its ornate architecture. Not the menorahs or the old scriptures. Not even the lavatories.

There was pure pleasure on their faces, their gleeful smiles, illuminated, lengthened, grotesque in the flames of the burning building, as Despina stood there frozen, unable to take a step. One of them looked in her direction, measuring her with unconcealed appreciation, and gave her a lewd grin. Then he bowed to her, his arm sweeping low, almost touching the pavement. Despina turned away and broke into a near sprint, the frantic clicking of her heels echoing down the sidewalk. She was desperate to be home, desperate to shake the horror that had built in the pit of her stomach, the taste of bile that had risen in her throat. Even now, thinking of what she had seen made her shudder with disgust. And she wasn’t the only one. Of that she was certain.

Hitler himself, some said, was concerned about the violence that had erupted in Bucharest overnight with such vigor, threatening to boil out of control. He preferred a more tactical approach to the advancement of his visions, and civil war was certainly not what he had in mind for Romania. But the Legionnaires had sworn allegiance to Germany, to Hitler’s Fascist principles, and were willing to extinguish the lives of their very own people, their families and friends from childhood. And the good people of Bucharest, the mobs, followed in their wake, knowing they would be held to no account, cloaked in anonymity.
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Despina was still deep in thought as the Buick stopped in front of a gloomy two-story building with patches of peeling stucco and cheap metal roofing. On the discolored stucco wall over the entrance, a dark blue placard indicated that they had reached their destination.

The driver came around to her side and opened the door, extending his gloved hand for her. Her heart fluttered as she stepped out and wrapped her coat tightly around her. They had waited so long for this visit, despite many attempts to get an audience with the institution’s director. It wasn’t until her cousin Maria intervened, practically begging for a single visit, that the gates finally opened to them. We are not in the business of peddling children was what she had been told. Their money will be of no use here. But then the little girl had arrived, and with the orphanage already at capacity and Maria’s incessant pleas, Mrs. Tudor finally agreed.

Maria, with her voice of silk and her saintly soul, was able to get them passage. Maria, who spent three days a week here bathing the children, serving their meals, shaving their heads, and healing their wounds, despite her husband’s protests, despite her friends’ puzzled glances, their incomprehension of her unwavering commitment. Why on earth does she do it? they would ask one another as they lunched on terraces and went to horse races and visited tailor shops and bought sweets for their children in pastry shops on the bustling Lipscani Boulevard. And what about her poor husband, his reputation? they commented, as Maria churned gruel and warmed water for baths and soothed the souls and bodies of children who belonged to no one.

Despina knew what lay in the hidden corridors of her cousin’s heart, her dearest friend, with whom she shared not only a striking physical resemblance but a bond that surpassed anything she felt for her sisters. She knew how Maria missed her own child, her only son, whom she had last seen when he was nine, lying in a hospital bed with typhus. The boy had gone so quickly she had barely had a moment to caress his trembling body, to soothe him with words of love in his final moments. It was because of him that she worked here, that she offered the remnants of her heart to these poor, lost children.

They would always have this in common, she and Maria, and with this last thought, she grabbed Anton’s hand bravely and led him through the wooden gate into this last realm of possibility, where their dream was not yet lost.
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SHE PAUSED, ASSAULTED SUDDENLY BY a scent she couldn’t identify, something putrid that hit her straight on, like a fist. Garbage, she realized, leaning against the wall, suddenly weak in the knees, her heart beating too fast, as she took in the bleak surroundings of what was the playground of Saint Paul’s Orphanage. A metal bin rested in the center of the courtyard, next to an oak tree with barren branches raised imploringly toward the slate-colored sky. Running around it in a game of tag, dozens of children wearing the same shabby khaki uniforms squealed happily, as if the awful stench was no bother at all.

Covering her nose with the back of her hand, she inched forward, stepping unsteadily over the uneven grayish cobblestones, trying to fight off the apprehension that had suddenly overtaken her. Just looking at these poor children—all pale and runny-nosed, with their shaved heads and bruised knees, their vacant eyes—filled her with such sadness that all she wanted to do was flee. Why had they come here? What were they hoping to find in a place like this? Surely this was a mistake. A mistake, she wanted to whisper to Anton as she tugged on his arm. But when he turned to her, there was a smile playing on his face, as though he was observing children at play in a park on a sunny Sunday.

“Come, darling,” he said, looping his arm through hers. “It’s all right.”

Gently, he led her across the courtyard toward what appeared to be the main building. They were nearly there when a lanky boy of around ten sauntered up to them, spooling and unspooling a yo-yo with impressive ease.

“So you’re here for a tour of our lovely institution? To take a look at us kids?” he said, snapping his fingers shut around the wooden object. “I’m the best soccer player there is. And I can count change.”

Anton searched inside his coat pocket and extracted a bill. Without looking at it, he handed it to the boy, who yanked it greedily out of his hand. His eyes widened in surprise as he flipped it back and forth, trying to identify how much it was worth.

“Thank you, thank you, sir!” he said, bending down to stuff it inside his sock.

“Sure,” Anton replied cheerfully. “But can you do something for us, young man? Can you show us to the director’s office?”

“That won’t be necessary.” A thin, curt voice greeted them from behind.

They turned, a little flustered to find themselves face-to-face with a wiry middle-aged woman with salt-and-pepper hair pulled back in a severe bun and a gray woolen shawl covering her frail shoulders.

“I’ve been expecting you,” Mrs. Tudor said, examining the time on her wristwatch and abruptly shifting her gaze to Despina, who could not help but blush at the overt reprimand. “You must be Maria’s cousin.”

“Yes,” Anton replied cheerfully in place of his seemingly speechless wife. He shook the woman’s hand much too enthusiastically and felt a little embarrassed himself when she pulled it out of his grasp and placed it stiffly behind her back.

“Well, right this way, then,” the woman said, with a smile of forced courtesy that did not reach her eyes.

Through a dim corridor that smelled of ammonia and fresh paint, Mrs. Tudor led them at a clipped pace, not glancing back. A moment later, she ushered them into a tiny office, no bigger than a closet.

“Please, have a seat,” she said, indicating the chairs in front of her desk.

They sat, Anton taking off his gloves and leaning deeply into his chair, Despina perching on the edge of hers.

“First, I’d like to go over some facts,” said Mrs. Tudor firmly, half vanishing into her own seat behind a large wooden desk. She paused to push her oversize glasses higher onto her nose and flipped open a file. “The girl you are inquiring about . . . she is extremely withdrawn. As I’m sure you’ve heard from Maria, she was brought here in late January under unusual circumstances. Apparently, she was found in front of a residence on Dacia Boulevard by the building’s concierge. The woman took her in for the night and the next day brought her to the local police precinct, in the hope that someone might have inquired about her. It appeared that no one had, so the police brought her here.”

She cleared her throat and took a small sip of water from a glass on her desk. “At the time she arrived, the girl looked quite normal, well developed and functioning, but . . . she has not uttered a single word. We were assured she can indeed speak—somehow the concierge was able to extract not only her name but the month and day of her birthday—yet here she seems”—Ms. Tudor paused as if searching for the right phrase—“utterly absent. The only thing she shows any interest in is an old piano we have long retired into the storage room. She just sits up there and hammers away at the keys for hours on end, refusing sometimes to even come down for supper. Well . . .” She closed the file and pushed it somewhat impatiently off to the side. “Do you still wish to see her?”

Mrs. Tudor wanted to get to the crux of the matter quickly. She was certain that once this couple took one look at the girl, their visit would come to an abrupt end. Certainly they wouldn’t want a scrawny little orphan, especially one who seemed trapped in a world of her own. People like them, with their expensive clothes and private car parked outside at the curb, had no idea what it took to take care of all these children, to manage a place like this. She could not help hiding her displeasure, her lips curling downward in silent contempt.

“Yes, of course,” Despina replied, taking her by surprise. “We certainly do. Right, darling?”

Anton nodded, displaying no other sign of emotion than his patient smile as he reached for her hand. It was all the reassurance she needed, and her gaze traveled back to Mrs. Tudor, boldly.

“All right, then. If you are sure.” The director emphasized the word. “I think she should meet you, madam, first. Alone.”

“Alone? But it isn’t my decision entirely. My husband—”

“Yes, ma’am, alone would be best. After all the poor thing has been through, I think we will spare her the experience of being scrutinized en masse.”

Already she was on her feet, holding the door open as if in challenge.

“I will be right here,” Anton said, as Despina followed Mrs. Tudor hesitantly out of the room, looking back at him one last time. “After all, my love, it is your heart that will tell you all that you need to know.”
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In another unventilated room, Despina paced back and forth. Through a small barred window, she glanced at the courtyard below, noticing there were no children now. They must be back in the classrooms, she thought, then realized that most likely there were no classrooms in a place like this. There were no books, no toys, no games here. There was nothing but a great void of time that stretched on endlessly. Taking a breath, she sat on a child-size chair and waited.

Some time passed—she had no idea how long—before the click of the door made her jump out of her reverie. “Come, come, dear,” she heard Mrs. Tudor say with surprising tenderness, as a tiny silhouette appeared in the doorway. The figure inched forward, crossing the threshold, guided from behind by Mrs. Tudor’s hands.

The girl could not have been older than four, Despina realized; she barely reached to her waist. It wasn’t hard to see that despite the shaved head and dirt-streaked pallor, she was a pretty child. Her heart-shaped lips and high cheekbones—one of which was punctuated by a small, round beauty mark, like a period at the end of a sentence—gave her a delicate, doll-like appearance. And her eyes—Despina had never seen eyes like that. Deep mossy green, like a pond in the middle of summer.

“Hello,” Despina said, smiling, rising in a fluster, nearly dropping her purse.

In the long moment that followed, she felt herself trembling, and the very air around her grew still. It seemed like the most monumental few seconds of her life, yet nothing was happening at all. The girl would not even look up from the plank floor but rather stood there swaying, with a discomfort that was almost tangible, sniveling and wiping her nose with the back of her uniform sleeve.

“Here, you might need this,” Despina managed. She reached inside her purse, rummaging to find her handkerchief. She held it out, and it hung uselessly, like a limp white flag, and eventually she lowered her hand. It might have been enough to discourage her, to provoke a look or a gesture that would have ended it all. Yet all she could do was stare at the tiny creature, as if everything else in the room had receded into a fog.

But where was her Shirley Temple? Where was the child of her dreams, with bouncy blond curls and a smile that would light up a room? When they had decided to give adoption a try, that was what she had envisioned for herself. A little blond thing with round, ruby cheeks and dazzling blue eyes. A girl strangers would stop and smile at on the street, a vision of cherubic blondness and happy disposition. This girl resembled nothing of the sort. But something about her—this sickly, timid child who would not look her in the eyes—moved Despina in an inexplicable way.

Reaching out once more, tentatively, so as not to startle her, Despina let her fingers trace over the girl’s shorn head. The girl flinched as if her touch had stung her, but a moment later, her striking green eyes drifted upward, shyly at first, then more boldly, meeting Despina’s tearful ones, full of recognition. Anton had been right after all. Her heart had spoken; it had spoken as loudly as the church bells that had begun to strike somewhere in the distance.
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For the next six weeks, Despina arrived at the orphanage well in advance of her appointed times. Mostly, she arrived alone, but when Anton could get away from the demands of the stores for a few hours, he came as well, and with the girl clamped firmly between them, they strolled to the neighboring park, just blocks away. In the wake of the violence, a somber peacefulness had settled over the city, and they could rest on a bench for a little while, share the fresh phyllo pastries that Despina had baked for the occasion the night before. Other times, they bought warm pretzels with poppy seeds from the street vendor at the park’s entrance. Every time, Despina brought along a new book to read. As they delved into fairy tales and legends, the girl sat with her head leaning on Despina’s shoulder, her hair now grown into a boyish pixie, the color of burnt copper. She did not speak, but Despina felt the need for words less and less. She was happy just to sit with her in Cismigiu Gardens, under the statues of famous poets and composers, and watch the swans glide across the lake. The days were becoming warmer, still crisp but with the sun comforting and soothing on their pale faces, and for a few brief moments, the devastation of the past winter seemed to belong to another world.

Years later, long after the changes that would come, the losses and new beginnings that would redefine her life in ways she never imagined possible, Despina would always return to that park bench, where for a glimpse in time, she had felt utterly and undeniably content despite the war that was raging in Europe. She would never be far from that glorious afternoon when, holding the girl’s hand tightly in hers, she led her through the courtyard full of children and through the heavy wooden gates of Saint Paul’s Orphanage for the last time.
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STEFAN WAS TRYING TO FIND the most reliable wavelength on the radio dial, but the voice of the male announcer faded in and out, and he could not make out the precise words. He put on his wire-rimmed glasses and smoothed a few blond strands across his forehead out of habit to conceal his prematurely receding hairline. At barely forty, he looked and felt older than his years, much older than his wife, Maria, who had managed to maintain her youthfulness and boundless energy at only five years his junior. Just now, she was buzzing around him with fervent energy, dusting the mantel, moving around the potted plants on the windowsill, and rearranging plates inside the china cabinet as if her very life depended on it.

His wife had always been fastidious about her cleaning, but this had little to do with the house not being immaculate or objects not being in their proper place. She was doing it to keep busy and maintain some sense of normalcy, to focus on something other than the wretched sobs coming from the floor above. That woman’s cries penetrated right through their ceiling, through every crevice of their house, at all hours of the day.

“How much longer will they be here?” Maria asked, knowing already that it was futile to ask, that once more she would not receive an answer. “I cannot take it a moment longer, I tell you.”

Stefan looked up from his radio and shook his head as if to say, Not now, we’ll talk about it later.

Maria sighed and went back to wiping down the champagne flutes. In all the years they had been married, she had always bent to his will, letting him control all the important decisions concerning their lives. She trusted him implicitly, for if there was one thing she knew about her husband, it was that he was a man with exceptional intellect and impeccable morals. In their ten years of marriage, he had been entrusted with life-altering decisions by some of Bucharest’s most prominent families, who hired him to draft their wills and manage their investments and advise them in difficult personal matters. Each of their secrets he guarded faithfully, not simply because it was part of his job or because he was paid to do so but because he was a man of integrity.

However, Maria was fearful that this particular decision had been made with uncharacteristic haste. These were unpredictable and dangerous times. Stefan, better than anyone, knew that. Still, despite her endless protests, despite the enormous risk they were taking with the woman carrying on like that just above their living room, he would not send them away. Even when the woman howled as if someone was tearing out her limbs one by one, Maria could not get him to agree that it was all too much, that she needed him to defer to her on this one occasion when she had made her wishes so vehemently known.

“Please forgive me, Maria,” Stefan said, coming up behind her and rubbing her shoulders. “I’m doing all I can, every day. But you know I can’t put them out on the street. It would be like pulling the trigger myself.”

She shook her head once more and closed the cabinet door softly. “I know,” she whispered against the glass. “But we can’t go on like this day after day. How much longer can they survive like this? No human being can live like that for long.”

It had been difficult indeed to keep track of exactly how long the couple had been up there in the dark attic without fresh air, without bathing. There wasn’t much food to part with these days, and still, Maria did whatever she could. Most days, she managed to scrounge up some fresh bread and canned vegetables, some leftover casserole that she placed near the door, along with a carafe of cold water and an occasional bottle of wine which always went untouched. At least three weeks, she thought, this had gone on. Three weeks of living in fear, of arguments that had divided her and Stefan like never before, even as she understood herself that the whole thing was really out of his hands, that he could not have acted any differently. Even as deep down inside, she loved him for his courage.

Days before, when the knock at the door had startled her out of a dead sleep, her first thought was that her husband was being called on to attend to some urgent legal matter. It would not have been the first time he’d been summoned in the middle of the night for a last-minute will revision, asked to come quickly for there wasn’t a moment to spare. And so she had been utterly surprised when she opened the front door and found herself face-to-face not with the son or wife of some elderly client but with a couple who could not have been older than their midtwenties.

The woman was wearing no coat, only a thin cotton dress that was torn at the hem. It clung to her bare legs as the biting wind coiled around her slender figure, yet she made no effort to shield herself. At her side, a young blondish man was shivering in his shirtsleeves. His hands were caked in dirt, almost black, as if he had been stirring coals in a hearth.

“We are so very sorry to barge in on you at this hour,” the man muttered softly. “I was hoping I might have a word with your husband, if he is still awake.”

A car drove by, and Maria caught a better glimpse of the woman’s face in the passing headlights. She noticed the anguish etched in her delicate features, the dullness in her round eyes fixed in the middle distance on nothing at all.

“Yes, of course.” Maria smiled unsurely, a tremor passing through her as well.

Just then, Stefan appeared behind her in his flannel robe and slippers, adjusting his glasses. He squinted in the dim light, and a sudden pallor spread over his face.

“Come in, please, come with me,” he said gravely, motioning for them to enter.

As they moved timidly past her, Maria thought for a moment that she recognized the young man. He looked vaguely familiar, although she couldn’t quite place him. The woman, she was certain, she had never seen before tonight.

“Maria, would you mind bringing some hot tea to the study, please?” Stefan said, interrupting her quizzical stare as he led them up the steps.

She wanted to protest, to remind him that it was the middle of the night, but there was something in Stefan’s voice that told her this was not debatable. When she returned shortly with porcelain cups and a steaming pot of tea, Stefan did not open the door, despite her insistent knocks. It was only when she pried it open herself and peeked inside the dimly lit room that she understood that whatever was unfolding before her was not business as usual. The young woman was sunk in the brown leather chair next to the bookshelves, with her head in her hands, resting on her knees, and her long auburn hair hung almost grazing the floor. She did not look up when Maria entered and placed the tray on the desk.

Later that night in her room, Maria could still hear their voices as she tried desperately to fall asleep. But sleep wouldn’t come. Hour after hour, endless thoughts raced through her head. She knew her husband had had to deal with many sensitive matters, to hide many truths under the veil of attorney-client privilege. But this she couldn’t fathom. Whatever was going on under her roof at this hour had nothing at all to do with his job.
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By the time Stefan had slipped into bed, the room was already bathed in the pink glow of early dawn. He made no particular effort to be quiet, for he guessed that Maria was still awake. Certainly, neither of them would get much sleep now.

Turning toward her, realizing that she expected him to say something, Stefan whispered next to her pillow: “I cannot explain the reasons why I must do this, but please do not try to talk me out of it.”

“At the very least, I deserve an explanation,” Maria muttered, her eyes fixed on a fissure in the crown molding over their bed. “Who are they? Why are they here, in our home, at this hour?”

“I will tell you everything,” Stefan said. “I will tell you all there is very soon. But for now, I am asking you, I am begging you, Maria, please let me try to help them. I owe his father my life, do you understand? My life.”

After an extended silence, during which Maria had not stirred or made a single gesture, he went on. “It will not be for long.” It took every bit of effort not to blurt out the truth to her, to relate all that he knew about that poor man’s family. But Stefan was certain that Maria had already figured out why the couple had shown up, looking the way they did, at half past midnight. “It’s just for a short while, and then I will find a place for them to go. We just have to keep them here for a few days, a couple of weeks at most, until things simmer down out there. Until all this craziness has passed.”

Maria could no longer restrain the anxiety that had been bubbling in the pit of her stomach all night. “Are you mad?” she shouted. “Have you completely lost your senses? How can you promise them such a thing? Don’t you know that we will be arrested along with them, that we will be lined up against the wall and shot in the street, like stray dogs? Don’t you know what will happen to our family, to anyone who is close to us? What will happen to you? None of your clients will ever come near you again.”

In all their years together, she had never spoken to him in such a tone, but it mattered little now, for she no longer wished to be the sensible one, the one who never raised her voice, who never lost her temper. She did not care if the couple hiding out in her home could hear her, if the neighbors could make out her every word.

Stefan threw off the bedcovers and sprang out of bed. He began pacing the room, his feet shuffling softly over the thick Turkish rug. For a while, he said nothing.

“Listen, Maria,” he blurted suddenly. “Do you hear her crying? Do you know why she hasn’t stopped since the minute they got here?”

Still, Maria was silent. She wasn’t going to give in to him this time.

“Because they have had to leave their only child behind,” Stefan said slowly and evenly, delivering the one bit of information that he knew would change everything.

She stared at him, her hand going up to her mouth, then dropping away. Tears filled her eyes, and Stefan knew what she was thinking, that she was remembering her own child, their lovely boy, whom neither of them would lay eyes on again. Flooded with a sadness of his own, he sat next to her and took her hand in his.

“I will tell you, my darling,” he whispered in a strangled voice. “I will tell you everything, if you will let me.”

She listened silently while the hazy mauve light of dawn sharpened the silhouettes of barren trees and frost-covered rooftops across the street. As Stefan revealed the events that had led the young couple to their home, she saw at last what was at stake and knew that nothing would deter him from the path he had chosen.
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IT HAD BEGUN THE NIGHT before, just after supper, as the young couple was getting ready to turn in for the night. There were knocks at the door of their small flat. At first, the woman thought it might be the old lady next door looking to borrow something again. Some flour or a cup of sugar was the usual request, and she could never say no, even though money was scarce and they could barely make do with what they had themselves. It was late, and she figured if she did not answer, the old lady would eventually give up and go back to her apartment. But the knocks grew more insistent, until they could no longer be ignored. When at last she wrenched open the door, she was surprised to set eyes not on the woman next door but on a police officer in a dark trench coat and a cap pulled low over his brow.
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