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    To all those whose secrets festered in the dark:


    Secrets shouldn’t do that.
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    PART ONE:


The Great Patriotic War

  

  
    I. Mozhaysk


    [image: ]


    “You be the Nazi, I’ll be the Red Army soldier!” Arthur shouted at the edge of the pine forest, smacking Vovka on the bottom with a stick as he ran past.


    “But you guys always make me be the Nazi!”


    “Die, Nazi, die!” Arthur pointed his stick at Vovka like a gun. Rodya and Vanya, hearing Arthur’s mechanical clicking of the tongue, turned to point their sticks at the bow-legged boy.


    “Die, fascist scum!”


    “The Motherland will never surrender!”


    Finding himself surrounded, Vovka buckled his knees and slowly came crashing onto the grass. His face was unable to hide a very faint smile, for although he hated being called a fascist, he loved being one of the gang. So much had changed since the war started. The boy who hadn’t been able to walk upright before his third birthday had never thought he could be equal to Arthur, Rodya and Vanya. They were older and fitter than him. They were bright, able to recite Pushkin by heart and the lines learnt from the Communist Party posters that flanked the important buildings in town. Rodya even knew his multiplication tables. Arthur was famous for how fast he could run. Vanya was the bully with the lovable smile who could charm his way out of any misunderstanding. Vovka couldn’t measure up, and it wasn’t just because of his legs. He wished his father hadn’t blown off his own two and been sent back home while the other men continued defending the Motherland. The invalid status of a man not quite middle-aged invited speculation that perhaps the accident, though tragic, had been rather intentional.


    “Let’s poke him now.”


    The boys surrounded Vovka to jab him in the backs of the calves, his sides, and the butt. Vovka rolled around on the grass, stifling his joy, until he felt a stab in the neck.


    “Watch out, brat’ya1, you’ll hurt me!”


    “But you’re a fascist,” Vanya snarled.


    “Fascist scum.”


    Someone pushed Vovka’s head down into the ground. His short legs began to push the dirt behind him in an effort to stand. Arthur sat on his back, laughing.


    “Guys, stop,” Vovka panted, looking over his shoulder. Arthur pulled at his trousers.


    “What are you doing?” Vovka’s voice went high-pitched.


    “What are you doing?” Rodya frowned, stepping forward.


    Arthur lifted his buttocks off of Vovka’s backside and bent over him once more. Sensing an opportunity to escape, Vovka suddenly curled his spine and kicked his legs hard, hitting Arthur in the groin and sending the quick-footed near adolescent sailing off his back and landing solidly on a flat patch of earth. Vovka bolted up and ran, his trousers wobbling around his ankles, zigzagging around the trees, heading deep into the woods.


    Rodya was in stitches laughing. “Look at his fat white ass...he looks like a rabbit.”


    Arthur was pissed.


    “Let’s go teach that fascist a lesson!”


    Without questioning the command, the boys sprinted. Vanya took the lead. Arthur was glad to allow the thrill of the chase to awaken him. His eyes followed the bobbling trousers of bow-legged Vovka like they were the white tail on a bunny.


    His feet barely touched the ground as the troika2


    ran after the bow-legged boy through the still forest.


    Rodya beat his stick against tree trunks as he let out a howl. Arthur galloped alongside him, grinning wildly. “Whoop, whoop!” Their arms spun like the wheels on Mother’s loom as they ran, hitting the trees with their trusty walking sticks. Vanya locked eyes with Arthur as they galloped through the wood and let out a triumphant whoop, which Arthur echoed. Why not? It wasn’t about Vovka. They were all still here, unlike Vovka’s dad’s legs. The legs were the only ones that had been carried off for certain. As far as they all knew, the other soldiers were alive, and they could continue believing that until it was no longer the case.


    Arthur breathed in the sunlight filtering through the cool web of the trees. For some reason, he laughed. Then Vanya did, then Rodya hollered and Vovka stumbled, giggling, but quickly bounced back up and kept going. Laughing felt like the right thing to do. There was so much light shining into this fresh forest of wellness. They were going to catch the fascists, all of them, just like their fathers were doing. Together they would celebrate victory.


    When Vovka started slowing down, Vanya snarled and drew closer. Vovka, his mouth pinched, shot his trousers up into his hands.


    “We’re going to get you,” Rodya was closing in, “we’re Indians! La-la-la!”


    “No, idiot, we’re fascist hunters. We’re Reds! The best there are!” Vanya tossed his head back and wailed.


    Vovka was still trotting in front of them, but the troika of boys could already hear his panting. Just a little bit more and they would finally catch up. Arthur noticed Vanya’s jaw clenching up. It unsettled him. He wanted to get there first.


    “We got you,” Rodya lurched forward, reaching for Vovka’s collar just as Vovka made a last-ditch effort to escape by leaping through the air and crash landing a little too hard on a pile of leaves.


    “Ouch!” Vovka rolled on his side, white crescent of his butt cheek clearly visible. The boys froze in their tracks, having heard an unmistakable thud.


    “What was that sound?” Arthur blurted, the illusion of the game quickly vanishing. His pre-adolescent mind struggled to piece together what was strange about the scene in front of them. The light still shone through the trees, but there was a different quality to the whole experience all of a sudden.


    “It feels like metal. I probably broke my dick, you animals!” Vovka wailed, still rubbing his buttocks.


    Vanya stepped over him, grabbed him by the collar and dragged him away.


    “Get up, you idiot! You deserve more than that, you fascist dog,” he went to kick at Vanya, but the pile of dead leaves wrapped around his feet. He let go of Vovka and swore as he raised his sole high to remove the tangled mass by hand. As his foot came up with the leaves, the edges of a metal sheet was revealed. It appeared to be fixed onto the forest floor. Arthur’s brow furrowed.


    “That’s strange.”


    “What the fuck is strange?” Vanya was still struggling.


    “These leaves. In the pine forest,” Arthur’s voice suddenly sounded hollow. The boys’ eyes followed the direction his finger was pointing in with their eyes. Vanya stomped his feet. Without another word, the rest of the boys dropped to their knees to clear the web wrapped around his legs.


    “They’re stuck together,” Rodya remarked after a moment, pulling two leaves apart.


    “It’s like a quilt,” Vovka adjusted his trousers. Vanya tapped his foot impatiently.


    “Are you going to free me or not?”


    Suddenly Rodya pulled his hands away. “It’s a trap.”


    “Keep cleaning,” Vanya barked. Rodya hesitated but then put his hand back around the peculiar tangle around his friend’s feet. Working quietly and diligently, the troika unbent their knees and stood up to pull back the forest blanket and release Vanya. Once he stood, the boys gathered the web of leaves and tossed it to the side of the panel.


    There was a swastika in the center of the metal plate. Words in an ornate script were stamped below it.


    “Hände...hoch...3” Rodya pretended to read.


    Below the text was a handle. The boys glanced at one another.


    “Must be some kind of Nazi tunnel,” Arthur chewed his lip.


    “Leading straight to the Führer’s bunker?” Rodya tried to joke, but the air was tense.


    No one moved until Vanya slapped Vovka on the back. “Open it.”


    “Me?” The boy looked at his pals, incredulous. Before the war he never thought they would even allow him to play with him, and now they were pushing him along to lead the gang into investigating the bunker.


    “You, you Nazi swine, of course you, go on! What do you think we let you hang with us for?” Vanya shoved Vovka forward. Arthur was baffled by why Vanya was suddenly being so aggressive to the bow-legged boy. He had forgotten his own burst of animosity just minutes before.


    Vovka bent his knees and stretched out his hand. Just before he actually touched the handle, he turned back to face the rest of them.


    “What if it’s an ambush?”


    Vanya hit him on the back of the head with an open palm.


    “Ow!” Vovka nearly toppled over. Arthur glanced at Rodya, who kept his eyes forward.


    “Fucking open it, you filthy Nazi.”


    “Come on, Vanya,” Arthur unclenched his jaw to speak. “The game’s over. We’re all on the same side now.”


    Vanya met his friend’s eye. The tension in the forest was palpable.


    “How do you think his father came back from the front? Was he a hero or was he actually a Nazi collaborator? Don’t make me doubt you, too.”


    Nothing else needed to be said. Arthur tapped Vovka gently on the back of the head. “Let’s go. Open the Nazi door.”


    Despite his trembling hands, Vovka pulled the ring, twisted it first to the left, then found it turned easier to the right. He rose from his knees as he pulled the door up, exposing a black hole in the middle of the carpet of pine needles. The boys peered inside it.


    After a moment Vovka spoke.


    “There are stairs.”


    Vanya reacted immediately but spoke with an unexpected gentleness. “How can there be stairs? Where? We’re in the middle of a forest.”


    “They’re Nazis, they’ll come up with anything,” Rodya explained, “They can’t clear us out of here fast enough. Lebensraum! It’s the start of their high-tech capitalist city.”


    “Metropolis,” Arthur rolled the foreign word off the tip of his tongue.


    “Go down there,” Vanya smacked Vovka upside the head. It was clear the bow-legged boy did not want to, but after his father had been referenced, he understood he didn’t have a choice.


    * * *


    Half of Mozhaysk had ended up guilty by association in the years leading up to the war. The other half of the city denounced the guilty. It was like that all over Soviet Russia: half the population sat in jail, while half were the jailers. The reality was frightening but rather improved from czarist times when 80% of the population were serfs. At least officially, no one could whip a member of the Krolik family and take their bread anymore. Now they had to share their resources in order to build communism. The sharing usually started at the source, the kolkhoz, so no one could feel superior to anyone else.


    When the triumphant Bolsheviks had swept through the fledgling nation, they cleansed the population of many undesirable groups that had previously held the power: nobles, clergy, Jews, bourgeois, intellectuals, political activists, and so on. Those that weren’t immediately determined to be a valid sacrifice for past injustices were sent to grueling forced labor camps to correct their behavior.


    There was the local case of the Petrofanovi family. When the Soviets came to collectivize the farm lands, the large Petrofanovi home with its three stories, bay windows, garden, and, most importantly, a central position in Mozhaysk, naturally became the headquarters for the recently arrived Red army. Within an hour of them arriving in town, the family and its staff were seen being led through the spacious rooms of the house and down the stairs to the back garden. There were gunshots, but almost immediately legends abounded that the beautiful young heiress, Yaroslava, had managed to escape the massacre. There were always these legends in Russia, going back centuries in time. Hope, as the Russian saying goes, dies last. Yaroslava was reportedly seen in Teterino by a farmer from Mozhaysk who was later shot when he was accused of being a kulak. Arthur could remember seeing Yaroslava once wearing a white dress and bonnet with a lavender ribbon around her head. It had been in church, which he had only entered a few times as a young boy and naturally never spoke of aloud, given that the Bolsheviks had quickly declared that God was dead. Yaroslava’s white outfit with a lavender ribbon stood out as a core memory. It offended him at the time because it had been severely bourgeois of her, but he later remembered the way the silk had sat against her dark wavy hair with nostalgia.


    The villagers watched unflinchingly as the clergy, the Jews and the intellectuals disappeared before their eyes. It was explained to them by the Red army that these neighbours had been their enemies all along. The villagers had to accept that, because there was no other way for their brains to process what was happening before them. The weight of the cognitive dissonance would have been otherwise unbearable. Most importantly, of course, the villagers feared for their own fates.


    It had taken a very brave man, Josef Stalin, to come to power for this policy to reach the vast mass of the population. He was a very brave man, indeed. He dragged the USSR kicking and screaming into industrial modernity, spread literacy nation-wide and got rid of all sorts of undesirables. Cleansing the gene pool of scheming intellectual traitors was a full-time job. The work might never be over.


    Mother had tucked her icon of the Virgin Mary of Kazan underneath the trap door in the izba the first day she heard gunshots going off repeatedly in Mozhaysk. It wasn’t the sound of the hunt that they had gotten used to. She worried about the family being visited by the NKVD, but except for her husband’s somewhat swarthy looks that occasionally raised vocal suspicions that he might be a Jew, they were left alone. Even the German soldiers were convinced when Simon Petryovich squared up and looked them in the eyes. “My family comes from Krasnodar. We’re all a bit swarthy in the south.” There was a moment of strained uncertainty in the air until a soldier spoke up.


    “I’m German but was raised in Sevastopol. Look at me, blacker than the night. He’s all right.”


    The family never spoke about this particular interrogation. They rarely spoke about anything significant at all. Somehow, though, they all knew that it had happened. And they all knew that the rest of them knew it, too.


    * * *


    Vovka took one last look back at the bright forest, then gradually lowered his body down the steps until he was swallowed whole by the secret Nazi bunker. The rest of the boys stood tall, looking down at the hole at their feet.


    “We should have told him to have a good look around,” Vanya said after a minute.


    “He knows,” Rodya assured.


    “He’s stupid as they come.”


    “It’ll be fine,” Arthur released his breath.


    “How can it be fine? It’s not fine. His father is a Nazi. Don’t forget that.”


    The boys stretched out on the carpet of pine needles. Arthur kept his hands on his chest and tried not to think about Vovka’s white ass bobbing through the woods. Then he struggled to keep his thoughts off of Vovka’s father’s amputated legs.


    His heart hammered against his ribs. It bothered him that there was a Nazi bunker less than ten kilometers from his mother’s house. When had those bastards managed to dig it? What was down there? Vovka would soon tell them, if he ever made it out of there alive, the bow-legged freak. Freak was mean. Vovka had been a freak before the war started, maybe, but they were living in a different time now.


    Arthur remembered Inga. Strange that he hadn’t thought of his sister in a while. Wherever she was, he was sure she was eating chocolate. Traitor, he thought angrily, but didn’t dare say anything aloud about it to his friends. He didn’t want to be accused of having a Nazi in the family. Besides, he wasn’t sure about her, and he would hate to be responsible for something he would come to regret. Arthur turned his cheek on the carpet of pine needles and met Rodya’s eye over Vanya’s head. Rodya raised an eyebrow. Arthur brought his eyes back to the canopy of trees.


    The tension between Vanya and Vovka disturbed him. It couldn’t be that Vanya would turn one of his own to the NKVD?


    Arthur tapped his rib cage, thinking of what he could say to divert his attention from his compromising thoughts.


    “That blanket of leaves would be good to keep. We could have something like this to camouflage the village from the fascists.”


    “Then they would know someone took it,” Rodya answered. Vanya scoffed.


    “Idiot, it’s too small to even cover your front door. Besides, if they come back and see that it’s gone they’ll blow up all the nearby villages.”


    Clanging sounded from the bottom of the bunker. Arthur scrambled up in a crouch. He already made up his mind to run if it wasn’t Vovka. They looked down the stairs, half-expecting to see the butt of a gun pointing at them, but seconds later they saw the venetian hair attached to Vovka’s head emerging from the dark. His hands were full of shiny metal. Arthur quickly the bags of grain swinging off of Vovka’s hands. The little one had made an effort to impress the boys. He was sweating and his arms bore visible prints from where the bags’ straps pressed into his skin.


    “Nazi fascist provisions,” he smiled.


    Vanya grabbed a can from Vovka. “What does this say?” he stuck it under Rodya’s nose.


    “FLEISCH. Meat,” Rodya grinned.


    “It’s very dark down there,” Vovka warned as the boys started going down. Arthur stopped.


    “Seen any Fritzes?”


    Solemnly Vovka shook his head. “None. But it looks like there’s a lot of stuff in there.”


    Vanya rubbed his hands together gleefully.


    “Vovka, you little fat bow-legged fascist. I could kiss you.” They rushed down the stairs, their fingertips carefully pressing into the cool cement walls, eager to explore the underground sanctuary. The bunker smelt like the earth and gave the impression of always having been there. Germans were impressive with their construction, and efficient. They didn’t speak down there, but each one wondered how long the bunker had been there, just below all their noses.


    The boys spent quite some time bumping around the damp cellar, grabbing what they could, trying not to disturb anything, though they managed to send a few cans rolling along the damp forest dugout. Arthur’s skin tingled, but not from the cold. He was scared at first, but he was also excited, and he had never felt that combination of feelings before: cautious hope.


    When they made it back up to the forest, he was surprised to see that it was still daytime. He felt like he had been transported to another world. The Nazi bunker made his skin crawl with glee.


    After they examined what they’d managed to carry out, Rodya had the bright idea to take their shirts off and tie the sleeves together so they could carry more home. Eagerly, the friends agreed. They went back down to the bunker and returned to fill the makeshift hammocks with provisions.


    “We can still take more,” Vovka squinted as he weighed the makeshift hammock on his back. No one thought about arguing with him. That was a first. There was something heroic about his proposition. The villagers were famished. Many of the young and old had been carried off due to starvation. There were rumors, yes, even rumors of cannibalism, though it was something nobody spoke about directly. Mother had insinuated to Arthur just once that Rodya probably ate his mother, but Arthur didn’t take that to heart.


    Arthur believed he had eaten his fill this second summer of wartime by surviving off of mushrooms, berries, bark, insects, and nettle leaves, but carrying those tins of canned meat on his shoulders, with a bag of barley swung over his back and another bag of wheat under his armpit, he understood he was mistaken. He was anticipating the feast he would bring to his family. They would treat him like a king in exchange. It would almost be like he was a hero returning from the frontline himself.


    His stomach rumbled imagining the loaf of bread mother would serve from the stove today. No need to make it last a week because there was plenty of wheat in the bag and in the bunker. As they marched home, pre-emptively satiated on the stolen provisions, each boy imagined being the hero of his own izba.


    Arthur had expected Mother to cry, of course, but he thought her tears would be grateful and happy ones. Instead, she gawked at the bounty with German lettering and quietly said:


    “You have to tell me where you got this.”


    He shook his head no.


    “It’s too dangerous for you, Mother.”


    Her face was already scrunched up. It hadn’t taken long.


    “Mother, why are you crying?”


    “It’s already too dangerous for us, don’t you see? You were gone less than a day. How far away is this hoard from us?”


    “Mother, there are dozens of villages around, many closer to that place. They’ll never know it was us. And then, war is war. They are Nazi swine that are visiting our country. To exterminate us! Lebensraum! Don’t you get it, Mother? We won’t let them. We can finally eat now.”


    Mama just wept, but of course she was powerless to stop him. Arthur went back to the bunker many times over the following weeks. The boys’ mothers couldn’t do anything to stop them, nor, if they were honest, did they even particularly want to. The calendar only served to remind them that worse days were on their way. August wouldn’t last forever.


    It was quietly decided among the villagers that it was best if they didn’t know where the boys got the provisions from. It was stealing from the Nazis, after all, which could be punishable by things worse than death and extend to an entire family. Nobody spoke about this decision, but nevertheless they unanimously agreed.


    “Although now that my daughter is the wife of one of those swines...” Mother began. His ears perked up at the allusion to his forgotten sister.


    “Inga got married?”


    Mother wiped the drip from her nose with her finger. Maybe it was bad that he couldn’t remember his sister’s wedding. It was probably very small, anyway, another hungry day in wartime. Still, Arthur wanted to shake her. They had meat again: there was so much to smile about.


    * * *


    Mother’s feelings around the bunker were mixed, but after two enemy planes were observed flying over the village, the boys’ mothers had unanimously forbidden them from re-visiting the bunker. Arthur wondered what Vovka’s father with the missing legs thought but didn’t dare ask. In the last week Mother had instructed Arthur to stick to collecting whatever the harvest provided. He didn’t want to argue with her, and with about a month of warm weather still left and cans of meat under the floor boards of their izba, he felt comfortable indulging her, at least for now.


    Arthur pulled his shirt taut to inspect the day’s bounty: four pinecones, a hatful of nettle leaves and an oddly shaped wisp of a root. The pinecones would occupy the little ones while Mother prepared the habitual nettle soup. The root might provide some additional nutritional value. Arthur brought it, black-from-dirt, to his teeth and rubbed his tongue against its bitter stalk.


    A light warm breeze brushed against his skin as he walked under the rich green leaves. Just about all the berries had been collected in the beginning of August, even the still white ones. Mother had commanded her children to do the necessary garden work to plant their remaining vegetable seeds. Spurred on by imminent hunger, inertia and deeply rooted emotion, the siblings that were too young to be interesting to either the front or the Nazis set to work together.


    The girls had wrapped their handkerchiefs around their heads and tied them at the best of the neck to protect the sensitive skin there from the sun. No one spoke. Then there was always someone to capture one-year old Misha anytime he crawled out onto the plot, his hands reaching greedily for the mounds of dirt. No one stopped the little boy from filling his mouth with it. Recent experience made them accept the compulsion that would have never been permissible before the war.


    Arthur approached the porch and threw the pinecones on the floor. Three sallow faces with big blue pools for eyes turned up at him. A toothless mouth opened up wide in the echo of a smile.


    “Dig the nuts out, but don’t eat the pinecones themselves.” He stomped his feet at the threshold before going inside. Mother was at the stove.


    “I need more firewood,” she said before he even had a chance to greet her.


    “I’ll get you some,” Arthur threw the leaves into the pot of water. Mother craned her neck, her ligaments too visible through paper-thin skin.


    “Nettle?”


    He shrugged. She wiped her eyes.


    “It would be good if we could get a little salt. The baby’s teeth stopped growing. He needs salt to develop properly.”


    “Where am I going to get salt if not the bunker?” Arthur leaned against the stove, ransacking the inventory of the cool underground world he and his friends were now banned from. He was sure it was temporary. After two enemy planes were spotted flying overhead the boys’ mothers all got nervous. While it was still summer, Arthur and his friends decided to play along. There were still meat provisions under the floorboards, he knew. There were still days to be enjoyed. Arthur was becoming aware of the hems and ribbons in Mozhaysk.


    Suddenly he felt burning all along his back. He straightened up from the stove.


    “I wish I was old enough to go to war.”


    “You belong here with the rest of the children.”


    Instead of arguing, he watched her stir the nettle into the so-called soup. It was basically water. They had nothing to flavor it, not even a carrot. Then Arthur remembered the root he’d pulled out of the ground.


    “Can this go inside, too?”


    Squinting, mother pinched it between her fingers and turned it first to one side and then the other. Arthur wondered what she could possibly be looking for. She shook her head no.


    “That looks poisonous. Soon there should be mushrooms...”


    “What root is poisonous? And for mushrooms there needs to be rain.” He spoke authoritatively, wanting to sound smarter than her.


    “Yes.” Mother lowered her eyes.


    He turned away from her, trying not to shake in disappointment and anger. He could scarcely believe that this was the same woman that cheered the workers so loudly on May Day that she was asked to move to the back of the crowd of celebrating villagers by a Red Army soldier. This tickled his father so much that he always teased her about it. She turned her head from them, the children, and buried her face in his neck. Arthur was small then. His father was just a rounded shoulder to him under a knitted sweater. He could hardly believe that silly moments like that had really happened. Mother had been beautiful once.


    Now Mother’s silence made him understand her disapproval of his limited heroic role. They both knew he was going to return to the bunker anyway. He felt his legs tingle all the way from the peak of the buttocks down to the ankles. He moved close enough to the stove to feel its warmth but not risk another burn.


    Mother left him alone long enough for him to rest. He knew the whole time he would have to get a move on in order to be back before sunset, because no one knew who could be out in the woods after dark. The wolves were hungry, too, and they’ve been coming closer to the villages lately even as their numbers dwindled. They might even be able to smell the tinned meat through the floor boards. If someone in the village still had a gun, he was sure they could kill some vagrant animals, shear their fur, eat their meat, boil their bones and live off of the stock for weeks. It would have been a nightmare to live like that once upon a time when the supply trains still reached Mozhaysk but by now a hard-won animal carcass would be the culmination of many a fantasy. Just one successful shot to fell the beast, followed by the penetration of a knife, opening the hide from the throat to the tail.


    Arthur’s foot jerked. He stirred, back in the izba, his mouth sticky and his nostrils full of the scent of sticky wood.


    “It’s time, son. You need to get me some firewood.”


    “I don’t have an axe.”


    “Where am I going to get you an axe? You need to go. Break the branches, be a man. And see if there’s something else to eat out there. Petya brought a mushroom home today.”


    “A whole mushroom....”


    Mother sighed. “Whole, half, with worms in the middle. What difference does it make?”


    That damn Petya. Annoyed, Arthur let the door slam on his way out. His siblings were still struggling with the pinecones on the porch. Their lips worked hard nibbling on each of its petals.


    “I told you to crush them on the porch. Find rocks. Or you’ll break your teeth.”


    After a beat he realized that since not all of them even had a full set of teeth his words were meaningless. Even if they had teeth, they were too hungry to listen. That was on Mother’s consciousness. She insisted on being resourceful to a fault, squirreling away the majority of the rich provisions he brought back from the Nazi hoard under the floorboards for a black day. Every day with weak vegetable broths was bleak.


    Without giving the kids a chance to say anything, Arthur took off along the family’s fence. He first wanted to go to Petya’s house to see what the fuss was about. His long legs carried him easily across the width of the field that separated his home from Petya’s.


    “Petya! Marta Ivanovna!” Arthur shouted outside the fence. He picked up a stick and dragged it across the fence posts. “Petya, get your ass off the stove and come out here!”


    The house was still. Arthur watched the window, waiting to see Marta Ivanovna’s round face flicker out from behind the curtain, but there was no movement near the window. He opened the gate and thumped his way through the yard up the steps to the izba. Knocking, he pushed open the door, shouting:


    “Petya, stop being an idiot, let’s go to the woods or my mother’s going to kill me!”


    As he crossed the threshold, a violent chill made him stop in his tracks. Marta Ivanovna was slumped over the table, her face down in a bowl. Petya’s back was against the stove in a nearly identical position Arthur himself had just been dozing in. There was a very strange smell in the house.


    Yellow mushroom bits fanned out all over the surface of the cast iron pot.


    “What are you, some kind of idiot, Petya?” Arthur clutched his stomach and turned his back to the stove. He couldn’t decide if he should run out of the house or stay with them. The smell and the realization of what had happened impeded his clear thinking. He wasn’t sure if he should throw up or maybe have some of the soup...


    No, Arthur’s father said never eat mushrooms that grow on trees. He had held onto that perspective all his life and now his father was at the front, a hero. Arthur had to be more like him.


    Petya, Petya, why?


    * *  *


    Arthur bore most of his weight on a broken branch as he made his way through the piles of fluffy, crunchy snow in home-made wool boots. He was no longer running. He hadn’t laughed since summer. It was hard to believe the days had been long once upon a time. His head bowed to protect his eyes from the icy flakes falling on his lashes. He followed the emaciated figures of the boys ahead of him. The provisions from the bunker were dangerously close to running out. Now there was no definitive way to find the bunker. This might be the first journey of many into the naked woods. Except for the screeching of the ice and wind bowing the trees, there was almost no sound. Even the birds had disappeared.


    Ice stuck to his cheek; snowflakes lined his eyelashes. He knew his face, the only exposed surface of his face, was red. They had no other choice; the men of the house had to collect wood and cautiously hope to find something to eat. Suddenly a plane flew overhead. They heard it long before they saw it, but even then, the boys didn’t even bother to duck this time. If they hadn’t been gunned down yet, it wasn’t going to happen today.


    Two years ago, the Germans had arrived in Mozhaysk at the same time as the frosts. They brought provisions to the villagers, which is when they saw there was nothing much of value left to take from Mozhaysk. That winter they invited Inga, her head and shoulders wrapped in Orenburg scarves, to join them in a covered jeep they drove to their camp and left mother a box of salt as compensation. Arthur’s sister came back home the next day with a bar of chocolate and canned meat. Surprisingly, that made Mother cry.


    Inga didn’t do so bad for a girl in wartime. She always managed to bring home quite a few supplies. She was a good thief and not a bad forager, either. Competition with his sister didn’t even occur to Arthur until he’d had his fill of chocolate. A few days later, Inga went once more with the soldiers again to their jeeps with incredibly brilliant steel chains wrapped snuggly over the tires and returned the next morning with another bar of chocolate and a tin of meat.


    “Eat,” Mother had ordered, but Inga said she wasn’t hungry. There were heavy circles around her eyes. Arthur watched her while Mother divided up the provisions, feeling anger rising inside of him. No matter how many hours he spent in the woods he would never come home with a bar of chocolate - and that changed only after he and his friends had discovered the bunker. The fire in the stove continued to burn steadily that winter. He wondered when Inga’s face had gotten so long.


    One time he attempted to follow the car that the soldiers used to drive into the woods. A German kept his arm around his sister the whole time Arthur panted after them. The soldier laughed and spoke words that were caught by the wind and carried off by snowflakes. Inga kept her eyes down. Even if he had heard the words the soldier said, Arthur wouldn’t have understood them. But he did understand that he had never hugged a girl like that, not even his sister. She looked solemn with a kerchief wrapped tightly around her head. He remembered that her cheeks were red as apples, contrasting with a pale oval of a face.


    It was probably months later that Inga again brought home another box of salt. Arthur couldn’t remember what season it was or the contents of his stomach. He remembered how the sight of the box brought tears to Mother’s eyes.


    “Where was this before? This was what the baby needed.”


    Inga shut her eyes.


    Arthur, startled by the memory, realized as he walked behind his friends to forage in the winter forest, that he had completely forgotten about the baby. There was a baby, he knew that much. But then the baby died, and Arthur left him in a distant corner of his memory and walked on a frozen landscape away from all that.


    * * *


    Arthur kicked off his lapti4 in the yard and ran past the fence towards the woods. It was important to be barefoot while the air was still warm, so that he would be strong once the winter colds would come. A lot of Russians put stake in zakalivanie5. He could feel himself growing stronger from the time spent outside. The village’s population had taken another nose-dive after the winter, which actually had the perverse effect of meaning that the provisions of Mozhaysk did have went that much further. Their stomachs were filling up, making the villager’s minds less lethargic than they had been. The boys once more started sharing visions of conquests- against Nazis and, suddenly, against the girls. Arthur found himself smitten by Marusya, a good head taller than him, but with a braid as thick as his wrist. There was something vivacious about her, something that was missing in most other people. She managed, somehow, to remain fat in these difficult times. The last golden days of summer were always the best periods of war. There was optimism that the people of Mozhaysk could overcome anything, just like every year the sun overcame the bleak winter and brought renewed fertility to the soil.


    Coming up the familiar mound, Arthur’s ears caught the sound of something unusual. He halted just meters short of the bunker and crouched down, willing the hammering of his heart in his ears to still. When he drew a deep breath, he realized it was grunting. Within seconds he’d ruled out a wild animal, not without some disappointment, because he had already managed to picture the ways he might be able to kill one bare-handed. A boar would have been a delicious treat for his family. They would have even been able to share it, earning them favor with the other households. Alas. He had to be careful. A human was more unpredictable.


    For a few moments he stayed close to the ground, frozen, afraid of being discovered until finally, a sense of peace took hold. Curiosity got the better of him. He crept closer to the edge of the small mound.


    He saw a stick leaning up against a tree. He slunk towards it, mindful not to disturb the pig. He was already imagining what it would be like if he returned home with the carcass of a boar. Would he love to give Mother something real to cry about! But of course, he reminded himself, there was no pig. They could then eat real meat, not the tinned stuff. There would be no real meat today. He tried to imagine the smell of roast meat wafting over the villages just like it used to, but he found it difficult to remember what those harvest days were like. It didn’t matter now. There was no boar! He had to let the fantasy go. His stomach churned with regret.


    He knew the fight he was up against wouldn’t be easy. He wouldn’t be able to deliver a whack strong enough to kill a wild pig right away. There is no pig, he reminded himself. But if it was a pig, he could jump onto it and wound it strategically by sticking the stick in its eyes, up its nose, and its mouth. By wounding its primary organs of sight and smell, Arthur figured he could confuse and weaken the animal so that he would eventually be able to kill it bare-handed. Or just about. He would probably stab it with a stick, then drag it by its hooved feet back to Mozhaysk. It would probably bleed out on the way. If he managed to carry it out on his back, Mother could drain the blood and still use it in a dish. He decided he would have to try. If only the pig was real.


    He lifted his head over the mound and the stick dropped, rolling onto the carpet of pine needles without a sound.


    The silver clamps of Nazi boots dug into the ground. The soldier had on a green uniform. His helmet was cast away unceremoniously as if it was a burden to him. The infamous eagle glinted in a sunspot. The entire scene had an unbecoming air of haste to it.


    Arthur had always expected that seeing a Nazi in the wild would conjure up the picture of pure evil, exactly the type of image the villagers had seen when the Red Army put a blanket up on clothes line on a starry night and projected pictures of threatening grimaces from the front onto it. Arthur wouldn’t forget the depictions of the enemy in their shiny boots and hats with pointy metal daggers. Their ornamental eagles revealed that they were vindictive, cold, and there was no way the Motherland was going to lay down and let them take her.


    This Nazi, however, looked ridiculous. First of all, his pants were well below his waist. Arthur could see his buttocks. It was firm and well-fed, unlike any buttocks he had ever seen. The Nazi was grunting like a pig, hence Arthur’s original confusion. The boy watched him moving quickly in place, seemingly without any type of purpose, and felt a mixture of emotions that were hard to identify.


    It took Arthur a solid minute to piece together the complete picture. For the first time in his life, his heart and loins started moving independently of his consciousness and entirely out of tempo with one another.


    Tumbling out from beneath the Nazi’s armpit was a cloud of black hair. Long, curly, tangled. Arthur’s gaze followed this hair from its tip upwards to where it was attached to a face. The face was miniature and pale. It would have elicited pity were it not for the black eyes at its center. They were locked onto the sky in a ferocity that was almost terrifying. The little face didn’t stir.


    The movements of the Nazi largely blocked this face from Arthur’s view, and he found himself more curious about it than the uniform or the buttocks of the soldier. Slowly, so as not to draw too much attention to himself, he raised himself up on his knees. The face’s eyes detected the movement over the mound and instantly latched onto him. Arthur almost wobbled over from the force of the stare. He felt that the dark eyes were devouring him.


    He waited, ignoring his creeping shame. The face didn’t move and the Nazi continued his pointless motions. Arthur peered over the top of the mound with his elbows resting on the bed of pine needles. The eyes bore into him. The grunting continued rhythmically all the meanwhile, taking over the habitual tinkering of the birds. The boy, the Nazi and the face made for a captivating triangle.


    The soldier’s buttocks tightened suddenly, and he lifted his chest and head up to the sky. Unsure of how to understand this sudden change, Arthur crawled backwards but felt relief when he saw the Nazi’s eyes were closed. The enemy was gratified and fell back onto the face, relaxed. Understanding that now was a good time to disappear, Arthur stood up and walked backwards. First the eyes and then the whole face quickly disappeared from view. Once he was a sufficient distance away from them, Arthur did what he did best and turned to run. He ran and he ran, kicking up pine needles with his bare feet, sunspots dancing on his legs and arms as he passed under the openings of intersecting branches.


    Well before he was out of the forest, he stopped. The muscles of his legs twitched.


    He felt disgust. He felt excitement. For the first time, he understood what made men, men. It was a Nazi who fully lifted the veil of sex and masculinity to him, and this didn’t sit easy with his memories of the heroes he had worshiped: papa, Simon, Pasha, General Stalin.


    Arthur couldn’t just go home now and stick his face in a weak vegetable soup after what he had just seen. Even if mother proposed a rare portion of meat from the tin brought back from the Nazi bunker, he knew it wouldn’t lift his mood.


    He thought about his friends. He wouldn’t be able to tell them about this because they wouldn’t understand. He wasn’t sure he could make them understand the gravity of what he’d just seen. Maybe they would even laugh at him for his discovery. Was he a fool for not knowing sooner? Did every boy know? Did Simon and Pasha know? And papa, did he...with Mother?


    So what did it say about General Stalin?


    Why am I thinking about them? I should be thinking about that girl. That girl with the hair dark as a raven’s wing and those fiery black eyes. He wanted to think she hated every moment of it, but there was indisputable evidence that she accepted the weight of the Nazi soldier with her miniscule frame. Remembering how her eyes had latched on to him filled him with a strange dread. She was nothing at all like his sisters. That somehow settled it. He would go back for her. Not for her. He would go back to see about the provisions, but if she was still
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