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“Wake up!” 
Mama is shaking the whole bed. 
I come to, out of a deep well of sleep. It takes some time to 

make sense of what she is saying. 
“Into the bunkers! Make the bed—fast!” 
Symon is already up and has his bed made. Leeba and I 

jump out of bed, not questioning, just doing what we’ve been 
taught to do so many times before. 

Papa and Symon slip down the stairs and out the back 
door. 

I can now hear what sounds like heavy boots approaching 
the house from down the lane, grinding the dirt and gravel 
with their murderous purpose. 

Mama pulls back the hidden door, and we slip into a 
crouching position, sitting one in front of the other, as if on a 
sled. She pulls the door closed. 

We forgot the chamber pot! I scream inside my head. I try 
to remember if any of us had used it. It is too late to get it. 

Banging on the front door and cries of “Alle Juden heraus! 
All Jews out!” 

The crash of bayonets breaking the locked latch on the 
door, the sound of fast footsteps on the first floor. Heavy mili-
tary boots. Big tall SS boots. 

A mouse skitters over my feet and I squeal. Mama’s hard 
knuckles hit the back of my head hard. I see little stars in the 
dark.

Footsteps up the stairs. A lump in my throat. I cover my 
mouth with my blanket in case another mouse runs by. 

Footsteps into my parents’ small room, then into ours.  
Circling like lions. 
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A few light raps on the walls. In our inner space, they are 
explosions, one near my right ear, but because we are stuffed 
in, the space doesn’t sound hollow. 

More German words, then the footsteps retreat. 
My stomach hurts. I whimper inside.
It is hard to stay in the crawlspace, trying not to make a sound, 

bent over, dozing off here and there while sitting up, wrapped 
in blankets we had stored in the spaces. When we can’t hold it 
in any longer, Mama tells us to pee into the blankets. 

It goes against instinct to relieve yourself in your own 
clothes. But we have no choice. I force myself to relax, till I 
feel a warm flow. It feels shameful.

Papa knocks on our wall two days later, telling us all is clear. 
We crawl out, stiff and bleary-eyed, our clothes wet and 
soiled, parched for water, hungry for food. 

Mama reaches for me and hugs me hard. She has never hit 
any of us.

“I am so sorry, Hanna. But we can make no noise at all. I 
will hit you again if I have to. Know it is because I am trying 
to keep you alive.” 

I bury my head into her shoulder when she says that, tired of 
the fear we are now constantly living under. I feel sick and dizzy.

Little did I know—there would be harder times.

We are allowed back to school for a few quiet days, our par-
ents and teachers trying to keep our lives as normal as pos-
sible. But those days are happening less and less. We shift in 
our seats, fidget, fail tests, stare out windows, and jump when 
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the recess bell is rung. Teachers are talking of closing the 
school altogether or moving the school to the basement of 
the Polish Community Center, to hold secret classes.

At lunchtime, we sit around eating our small meals. We 
can now only get food off our own land or by trading with 
Ukrainians in the shtetele or with peasants in the valley. Some 
Poles who remain, like the flour miller, have known Papa for 
years and quietly continue to trade with him, even though it 
is now against the law. Papa’s skills at mending things keep us 
somewhat fed, as he trades his skills now for food rather than 
silver kopecks or paper złotych. 

Mama’s garden of potatoes, sugar beets, carrots, and beans 
and her fruit trees also feed us. It has been a long time since 
we have been able to get kosher meat, or any meat, for our 
usual meals of cholent and smoked sausage and stuffed cab-
bage. We are down to breads and cheeses and root vegeta-
bles, fruits and berries. Auntie Maya’s family has started eat-
ing what little meat they are able to buy that is not kosher, 
using up their money and jewelry to buy it from anyone who 
will sell to them, but Papa will not yet give in.

On the last school afternoon in 1942, near the Yom Kippur 
holiday, before the Germans force the Ukrainian police in our 
shtetele to shut down the schools to all children for good, I read 
from Joan of Arc, copy out a quotation that I like, and pick at 
some dry bread. We had recently traded wool for flour. That was 
two weeks ago, and now the flour barrel is empty. 

Yesterday, when we got home from school, we found all 
the sheep gone. The Ukrainian police had taken the herd 
to feed the SS, in return for keeping quiet about our family, 
who still do not wear armbands. Now there is no more wool 
to trade. Ovid looks bewildered every day, pacing around 
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the sheep pens, nose to the ground, and Symon sniffles. The 
sheep were gentle friends to him.

Leon sits next to me. Normally this would make me quiver, 
but today I am too depressed to register his heat and his pres-
ence. It turns out I am not as depressed as Leon, however. 

“I turned sixteen today,” he says. “And no one noticed. . . .”
I look at his profile. He is focusing down, at his feet, his 

hands shoved in a jacket that probably fit him well a year ago, 
when he had turned fifteen. I am so lost in my own misery, 
I didn’t notice he had no lunch. I can’t offer him my stale 
bread, the edges soggy with saliva where I’d gnawed it, but I 
have a handful of dried crabapples in my bag. 

“For your birthday,” I say, feeling shy about it, holding out 
all the shriveled fruit to him in my cupped hand.

He looks down, then up at me, and I see a small smile tweak 
the corners of his lips just a little. His green eyes always alarm 
me in a good way, and even now, his dimple makes me want 
to touch his face, to put my finger in the little dent. When he 
takes the apples, opening his connected palms so I can fill 
them like a bowl, I brush his curled fingers. The hairs stand 
out on the back of my neck. It feels like a small, innocent 
electrical volt. He chews each crabapple slowly, looking out 
beyond the fence to the market square on the other side. The 
market is mostly empty.

He says, between bites, “I’m tired of hiding in our neigh-
bor’s wall when the Aktions come. You are lucky the soldiers 
don’t come as far out as your place so often. They took away 
the Weinsteins last week. But . . . we are still free. I hear the 
camps are terrible places. And many Jews are not making it 
to the camps, digging their own trenches to die in.” 

This is another rumor we have recently heard, but it is 



MY  R E A L  N A M E  I S  H A N N A 5 5

easy to put it away at the back of our minds as hearsay. So 
when Leon repeats it, the rumor sounds real to me for the 
first time. But he would know, because his father is friendly 
with the police chief, Mr. Davydenko. 

“I wonder if I will see seventeen.”
“Don’t say that!” I yell. I feel my face flush with anger, 

and I stand up. “We are all going to survive, I just know we 
are, and you are not going to say that again!” I point a furious 
finger at him.

He stares at me, startled. Then, to my surprise, he laughs. 
And laughs, till he wipes tears from his eyes. “Oh, Hanna, 

my spunky friend Hanna, you will keep us all alive, won’t 
you? If a German soldier saw you right now, he would run.”

And then the other children around us are laughing, too, 
caught up with the sound they rarely hear anymore. They 
begin pointing and shooting at each other. It is child’s play; it 
is how the younger children cope. Poles against Ukrainians. 
Jews against Poles. 

Leon and I sit close to each other. I can feel the energy 
from his threadbare jacket reach my side, and it is the most 
comfort I have received in weeks. His breath whispers 
against my ear when he turns toward me.

This is the best part of being alive, I think. We watch the 
war games in silence, sharing our sadness. Some Jewish fami-
lies have fled west, some have been caught by the Germans 
during the Aktions and taken to the Borszczów ghetto or to 
the German police farm in Skala.

Avrum, the most aggressive Jewish boy of the group, takes 
prisoners till the teacher calls us back in for the last time.


