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To Samarkand and Back .

Roma Bross

,To Samarkand and Back is a collection of seven

stories dealing with the experiences of a famili'( of

‘refugees during the Second World war and its aftermath,

and particularly with those of the family's daughter,
who is ;hé stories' protagonist. The stories delineafe .
her journey from ﬁon’l\e and early chilflhood, through the
terrors of war, to a temporary Drefugé in Jthe legendéry

\ Samarkand, where she is exposed ‘to the life and values

N

S R

of the 6rient: then back homé to young adulthood and

a world waking up. from a catéclysm. Thus. the stories'
movement is from innocen_ge aﬁd disruption to experience:
and integration and frc;n: tragedy and despair to comedy -
ax'\d hope. The stor’:ifes, which are both autobiographical
rand fictional, éprore the prbcess of learning and
survival in a diffi—ailwut also a mysterious and _ ‘
miraculous worl'd. ' 'fhey'are told by a ;first person T

" .narrator, draw their imagery from fairy tales and

borrow from them their tale~like narrative mode.

S gt
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The last thing my mother grabbed as we were hurrledly
1eav1n§ our apartment in Kamenetz was a pair of fancy,

" high-heeled, black patent—leather~shoes. She had almosf
forgotten them, but as we were standl?g in thé door, she
ran back, slid open the window of the glass cabinet where
she had placed them, and brought them with her. She then
untied the straps of the'tightly packed knapsack and

‘ stuffed them in. At that'moment Father -gave her the kind
of look he had for her'whenever he thought she was doing
something utterly silly. Mother sew this look, but said
nothing. TRis was ﬁo;time fer arguments; even I who was

;snly six cdzld understand that. Father took me by the hand

and the three of us went down the stairs, where a truck

aiting for us in the gray street to take us across

A

the horder and into Russia.
We came to Kamenetz: frpm the town of Lodz, where we
had lived before the war started. It was there Mother had
ordered her shoes from Mr. Eleyahu Bendzik, a master shoe-
maker. She always ordered her shoes from ﬁr. Bendzik, as
did other ;omen of our family. For-the shoes he made were
not only handsome, but also soft, light and strong.

0

Mr. Bendzik, so.Mother told me, liked tp charge prices"
for his shoes, for he had a larée family and a wife who
liked to "get dressed” and' have good seats in the Synagogue
durlng the ngh Holldays. But once you slipped Mr.-Bend%}k s
shoes on your feet, so she said, you forgot the price; for .

his shoes gave one a foretaste of heaven, and this was not
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something that many ghoemakers in Lodz could boast of.
.[ So one day Mothef%decided she needed a pair of elegant b
shoes, the kind she could go dancxng in. ‘Since it was my ‘
Nanny s day off she dec1ded to take me with her, and together /
(. we went to Yaracha street where the shoemaker pad hl& work- ]
shop in the office of a large, yellowish buildlng. When we ;_
arrived there, Mr‘ Bendzik was not in hls best mood, for he

f -

had just ac;epted an order for hlgh—heeled boots from a Ger-

I

man officer on a visit to town. "They have a new fashion,"

he said,smirklng. "Everybody wears egoes on high heels‘ ' r %
because Hitler is short." , . _ . _ ¥
When he heard Mother's request » his mood became even
worse. "What do youlneed»faney shoes fer?f he said. "To ) : L
> . go danein§?" He .shook his head sadlyn? "The way things are
going, I am afraid we shall soonh be dancing the._dance of .
death, and‘for that dance one doee not need any #ncy shoes
on high heels.} So, if yoﬁ want my advice, which nobody
seems EF want these deys,‘as if all I could dg was shoes,
~or;er yourself a pair of, wings éb fly, from my competition,

r -on

acrogs the street."” There was a store across the street,

et o

-

where they molded ‘angels and saints out of plaster for use

» in religious ceremonies and tombs, .

"I do not like to Jorder thlngs that I do not need or
that are q@t becomlng, Mr. Bendzik,” Mother answere#
erefore I cannét accept your suggestion.' Please quote’ \
your prlce*eed make the shoef for me." She was not one

- who, could be easily{persuaded to give up tﬁi things ehe

'Y . X

L] -
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desired. She even agreed to pay the steep sum that the

<
. shoemaker had’ quoted,without haggling, as was the custom.

Mr. Bendzik then told her to stand on a sheet of newspaper.

He circled the Shtline.of her feet on it with a thick pencil,

the tip of which he had first put in his mouth. He wrote

her name on the paper soles, then cut them with thick
scissors "and hung them on a metal hook ‘that dangled above

his head.

. /
At.dinner, when Father heard the price Mother was going 4

to pay (which was smaller than the price that Mr. Bendzik had )
A > 5
demanded), he raised a° small ‘storm and talked about his

salary, which was not gettlng any blgger. But Mother took

a package~of good American c1garettessthat she had bBught

for hih'on the way home out of her bag and the small storm B

{

pagsed I remember the day Qhen Mother came home with

flushed chee}s and with a large Whlte box in _hef hands. She
Joa e

summoneda Nanny and 6ur ‘m&id, ‘Manya, to the bedroom, and I

tagged along. She unwrapped the shoes carefullx and placed
s .

.one on the palm of her hand, as if it were a dainty figurine.

She clicked her tongue and smiled, then put the shoes on.

The three of them stooped to admlre the shoes. Then
they all stralghtened their backs, Jnd Mother stood in front
of the long hirror and glanced at herself approvingly. The
shoes made her look taider‘and also made her legs look much

-

slimher..;She walked backwards and fofwards in front of the

‘mirror. Nanny and Manya clicked their tongues, and said:

: "Ho, Ho'" and "Look, look:" and other things. . ", .,

PR AR VI
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Then we all moved to the living room, where Father was

sitting enveloped in cigarette smoke. He looked at our small

procession and shook his head, as ;f a@azed at women's folly.
"So?" Mother said to' him. ?\ "
' " "So what?" Father answered. "gﬁoes\gii shoes, even if
hey cone from Mr. Bendzlk, who charges unreasonable prlce%,

I cr\mled nearer - tw»where Mother was standing and
} SN

- examined the\gboes. They were very nice shoes indeed. They

were made of very shiny black leather which was slit iﬁ frone

to’ allow a ttiangle of soft gray suede to be, inserted. They

Kad a thin silver strap, and the heels had a silver metal

inset. The soles were all new-:and pink and looked like large
' . K

tongues. They sgueaked a little when Mother walked, and the

9

" heels made a clicking sound 'pn the floor.

\()\

Mother "then told’ Manya to put them in the bedroom closet.

Then the three of them left and I was there alone, I opened
the door of the closet, took one of the shoes out and put it
on my foot. It looked very funny and I quickly took it oﬁf

and went back to my room. ‘ ‘

On that niéht Mother and Father went out dancing, both
looking very handsome. I heard the click, click of the | \\1
shoes as Mother went down the stairs and tﬁen‘her.happy
laughter. ‘

But that wes the only time Mother wore the new shoes.
One night, soén after she brought them home, we had to’
leave town. I was told we were going on a long tr1p and ~

that vwe were going to come back By the light of a small

¢
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lamp and very quietly, so’'as not to wake the maid, Mother

- and Father packed two laiée knepsacks, put some money and
e jewellery into small pouches thét they hung on their necks

Jand dressed me warmly. When the knapsack that she was

packing was almost fullf/Mother took the shoes out.of her

}

closeé.
taking these shoes with you for?"
her shoulders.
/ (a workﬂof art, and I will go dancing
she ‘put the shoes in.

s through the long dark corridor where

snoring, and I thought how surprised

"Are you crazy?" Father said.

"What are you

Eut Mother shrugged

"They are brand new, and beautiful, almost

in them yet." And

Then the three of us tiptoed

I heard Manya's

she was going to be

not to find us there in the morning.

When we came to Kamenetz,; which was a pretty, little

"was close to the border" though why it was

v

important I did not know, we rented a furnished apartmenf.

I was told}

A glass-doored china cabinet stood in the living roem,

but 51nee we had no chlna to put in it, Mother put in,

" the shoes. They stood on the Upper mahogany shelf, shiny

and elegant looking.
Women who came to drink a cup of tea with Mother
always asked her to take the shoes out, and they admired

them loudly and enthusiastically. "Some shoes you have

got there, Sophia Solomorfovna, some shoes!" they said.

y

The ‘women smelled the leather, fingered it and admired

~

its,softness.tﬁfhey lifted the _shoes on thé palm of their

N, _ town nestled in the midst of green mountains, and which,, |

. -
—

/
,
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hands and admired their evenness. They peeped inside to

examine the finishing , and the? declared that it was - . ]

perfect. In short, they made much more fuss about them

.then I thought the shoes w:}e worth: I thought the clicking
of tongues'and the “tsﬁ,tsk,“ and the admiring looks were
an exaggeration. But then these grown-up women haq their
qays'and did and said things which I epuld‘not understand

and which they told me were good and important: for they

kneY’. I wished that I could be admitted into their sectets,
but they hinted that I was too small to‘know»eve;ything and : R
“tha uld -know too when the\tlme was ripe.

truth of the matter was,' though, that the shoes . 3

. held some fasclnatlon for me too. When I was alone, I took

i

them out of the cabinet. ‘I liked the sﬁell of the leather
. and its softness and téimeark, deep shine. .I l1ked to

imagine Mr. Eleyahu Bendzik making them in his crowded(wofk-

_shop and sighing with pleasure when his work was done. I _ '
. liked to imagine Mother danc1ng in the shoes and I liked to
think that I too would once own them and go to dances in
them, wearing a iong dress end‘looking-tall and pretty, like
Cinderella at the ball. Sometimes I thought that those'were,

perhaps, magic shoes, like the red ones in Hans Christian '

" Andersen's story, or the kind.that could make wishes come.

true. Alone, at night, I was weav1ng stories of my own

around the shoes,\and the stor;es always had happy endings.

-
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When we arrived in the town of Berdychev, in Russia, -

‘the shoes weré,still there in my mother's knapsack, though

there were times when I thought we would have to part from
them and‘froﬁ many other things that we had carried with. us.
The truck in which the three of us had crossed the bor-
~der broke ve£§‘soon after, and we yalke@ on strange fright-
ening roads for many days and nighés. At night, trees cast
long shadows on .the moonlit forest paths, and each shadow
looked like a dark animal about to spr}ng to life. Panting,
large shapes moved around us, and ggmétimes rubbed against ‘
me. Carts drawn by horses came'%};m behind and passed hé,'
the drivers calling "Vio, horsie, Vio!" their whips cuttiné
the air with a shafp swishing sound. Sometimes, a child
cried plaintively, "aa, aaa," and was quickly silenced. .
f'trudged along, held Bﬁ%Mother and Father. 1 was noﬁ used
to walkiné such long distances; it was hard, but I had no
chqice. Twigs gometimes cut my face, and sometimes small

stones rolled on my feet. 'No one talked. ' .

Daylight came slowly and reluctantly. Foggy, damp mist °

lay on the yellow fields and on ‘the gray roads. Then, when
the sun finafly rolled up heavily from behind the horizon,
it:yas hot, and it scorched our faceés. Poppiés -and corn-
zlbwers grew-in‘greag/profﬁsion in the wheat fields, and
sunflowers, laaded with dark seeds bent their hea s above
hedges. Grinning peasants with bare feet stood opn the sides
of roads offering tg}ngs to sell, to buy or to barter.

)

"Shoes!" they cried. "Do you have any shoes, for ‘sale, or

A

b o

1 i s
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.good shirts?; Sométimes, they stood mutely and watchéd us
pass, their faces grim as if they were watéhing an unending
fu?eral procession. When my lggé were 8o weak I thought
they would foid under me and I would fall, I cried to Father,
la)d he lifted me and carried me in his arms for a short
wZ&le, till I rested a little; then he],ut me down again.

One night, when we were resting in the.fof;st, we were
attacked bi a group of urchins who wanted to plunder our
belongings. I heard sounds of heavy breathing gnd wrestling,
' then someone ran awéy with a yelp, cursing 1ouéiy. ‘I was '
vefy frightened thén, but I was too tired to be frighténed /

/

very long ahd I fell asleep. ‘ //

/’
/

/

On the pftérnoon‘of our arrival iﬁ Berdychev, the ;6wn
was calm and golden in the rays of the setting sun. Séall
" houses with wooden porches lined the streets, and ;;rts drawn
by horses rattled on the cobblestones. People tu;ned their
heads tq look at us and opened their eyes wide./"A large
woman wearing 5 kerchief asked, “fou refugees?/From Poland?
Is it true what they say about Hitler? Is 1t that bad thzie?"
When Father told her the Germans were close to the border,
she laughed with disbelief and turned to go on.he; way.

We went to the city offices, where theéy gave us the
name and addresé of\q Jewish family that had a room for rent.
‘"A Mr. Lerer," they said, "and his two daughters. A decent

man.,"

At the corner of Otvetzka Street, which was where we

14
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© were heading, there was a ladies' wear store with a mirrot
.and two ma;nequins in the window. The manneqpins had glasé
eyes that stared blankly at us and they held their pink
'plastér palms outétretched as if asking for alms. They =
| wore shapeless cogéon dresses, their clﬁmsy shoes were
painted on the'plasger, and their faces were cracked in
a feW‘places‘and unevenly painted over with“dé?k, pink paint.
"Recent fagﬁzg' , I see," Mother said and smiled,
a little bitterly, :Q:Rbught. 1 glanced in the mirror,'
which looked as if someone had spilled water over it
and’then had forgotten to wipe it‘off. Flies that kept
. beating against the window glass left it spotted with
minute dots. In thehmidst of it all I saw myself, my father
and my moéher reflected. At first I was not sure it was
myself I;xaé seeing there: I thought it was a strange .
- girl, not atlall the one I had last seen in Kamenetz ‘

>

o tr&ing the shoes on in front of the mirror. I too'was a
e T '
" sloppy little mannequin, with a brown freckléd-face and

v

- éIoéheé that hung‘like rags, my hair matted and dishevelled.
I was coveréd with dust. I did'not even iook like a giril. ’
I looked like a little hobo, like 1little Cinderella in

the illustrﬁtibn of my book of fairy tales. ' L
\There was a hose in the garden of a corner house, the
windows of which were bordered with’plywood. We went into
- ‘the garden. Mother washed her face and mine. The water
felt nice on my parched skin.’ A refreshing qust of wind |

which came into the garden cooled my face and the leaves of




&
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the apple tree rustled. °‘The wall of the house was red.

Mother said to Father: "Lbék, Father, a red sunset."

A "It's the fires in Poland,"}Father answered, and they

became quiet.

¥

Number 33 was where we were to inquireﬁjggather knocked
énd after a short while the door opened; I first saw a
loud skirt with a design of squiggles,'ciicles and squareg.
Thep.Ilraised‘my eyes and saw the woman who was Qearing it.
Her face was like that of a thin bird: . narrow, dark and
sharp featured. Her small,dark eyes,C%hich were set iq\
very deép sockets, peered at us inquiringly. ‘"You‘from the
city Sffice?"i she asked matter-of-factly. Father nodded.
"Zahodeetye!" she said, "Come in!"

From the small hallway she took us to a darkish, empty

corridor. I pulled on Father's hand. "“Are we going to

live here,Father? I don't like it here. When are we going
to go back home?" But Father did not answ&f.* Instead I |
‘heard the woman's voice. .

"Papa:" she cried. ”They came from the city office
for ?he room. Refugees they sent us. Look at the shave
they are in!"

Mother glanced at Father, who looked as if he had just,
émerged out of a stack of hay, and,sﬁe combd her hair with
her fingers. An.old,man then appeared in_the door and star-
‘ted walking slowly towards us. He was bowlegged and was

wearing pants on suspenders. His head was very round, and

he wore round eyeglasses. The neatly trimmed gray beard

“
b b Egare
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somehow did not fit together With his bald head. There was

some hair left just above his ears and he combed it back,
80 tﬁ?@ it fell down and showed around his neck. His ears
and his nose were\hii:y. Though he was not very wrinkled;
he 1ooke§ quite 0ld. He came nearer, cleared his throat

and looked ﬁp at Father.

' "Lerer... is my r;ame.. . greatly honored to have you,
Mr. and Mrs. ... " Fath t':old' him the name, "as guests in
our house.” Then he toc;ped above me: "Ha, i’la, you have
a little girl too? G n(e into the world like this? 2Zhalko...
pity... My Irenochka apd Clarochka used to be that small
too once, but that was long, long ago." There was a féint
smell of mofhballs hanging around him, and his hand, wi'\ich
he lay on my ~heatd_,‘ was soft like a spdnge.

Then tﬁe woman whb had let us in- époke in a voice that
reminded me of the 'squeak that an unoiled door hinge m‘ade.\
\ "They look as if they came from a different world,"
she’ said, addressing her father. "Look at the kind of
cl¢thes they wear, and look at the shoes." . ‘

. Lerer was embarrassed. He glanced pleadingly at
. his dgughter, then said, "But Ire;xochka, dushenka, my
little soul... " and, looking at Father and Mother
apologized to them. "It's the young éeneration, .you
know. No manners and no politeness." He then turned and'
motioned f’dr us to follow him. L

He brought us to a very small room in which there stood

two metal cots with straw mattresses on them. He helped

’

.
\
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.

Wt powts b snis ol b T

A S D 30

g
:
aq,
¥
)
3
:
:
’45
{
i
i
i
AL}
i
i
i
{




b

« appreciatively. "Fancy goods!" she said. Then her eyes

ey
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Mother undo her knapsack, then sagd, sighing, "The young

R b s LU PP

now are filled with slogans the way that pillow is fillea

i
/

&
with feathers. Please feel at home here -and join us for

hi:“‘ (TR L s

supper.” He left then and closed the door behind him.

LR

But the door oﬁened again very soon, and it was as.if
a strong gust of wind had opened it, .for it knocked against

the wall with a loud thud. The red skirt flashed before my

eyes again. It flashed before my eyes like a large flag

flapping in the wind, then folded and fell around a pair of

b
*
4
e
W3
¥
»

skinny, hairy legs in dark slippers. I looked up then and
o

saw Irena's face again. She was smillng amicably, revealing

G e Qumat A

a row of small sharp teeth, t&o of which protruded a little.

4

C T ey o

. She came to introduce herself and her sister Clara, who
came behind her. Clara had a brighter complexion and looked

.like a younger version of Mr. Lerer in a skirt."épe ruffled

-

S e

my hair and her hand was like a sponge too.

Irena glanced around the room, and her eyes rested on
™ .

our knapsacks.” "Good, solid knapsacks,} she said. "We do

not have the likes of these in the Soviet Union." She

A it T b Bk A e ¢

touched the leather straps and examined the metal fittings

curiously. . -

.
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By that time; my mother had aiready opened her knapsack

and ‘its conxenfé lay spread on the cot. Irena eyed it all
- Cﬂ .

¢

4

fell on the shoes. Her eyes were drawn to thoae two shining
shoes as if they were magnets, and she stepped

rward to

the bed.
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"You'll permit me, Sophia Solomonovna, to look at the

LT

shoes?" she said, a little more softly, as if the sight of
3 . .
» them brought out all the femininity hidden beneath her rSﬁgh

e

f/ exterior. She picked up the shoes and fingered the leather,
then‘Looked at the neatly fo;Ted‘heel. A strange expression
appeared on her face, a mixtuée of attraction and réﬁglsion,

::;\ praving and contempt. '"Some shoes." she said, "Séme shoes."

%Zg:ner sister stood behind her and she too eyed the shbes.with

e

curiosity.

Then it looked as‘if something had snapped suddenly
within Irena, for she cast Mother a contemptuous look and
said, "Who needs shoes like these? Do you hope to go dancing
.here, in the Soviet Uﬁion with shoes like these? You'll be

»

the laughing stock -of the town wherever you go. We do not

D M M R W Yonta AT S ] wr»..'&;m ST

garb ourselves with such fancy stuff here. Shame, shame

TS

that peoéle should occupy themselves with such nonsense!" >

She threw the shoes back on the bed; then, as if drawn by a

R S ST NN

magnet, she picked them up again. ‘ ' )
! "You would not mind, Sophia Solomonovna, if I tried
them on just for fun, ah?" Mother shook her heag. "No, why, .

go ahead, Irena Borisovna."

<

3

N

Irena sat on the cot and slipped her hairy feet into

iy & Dt e T " 2 et

Mother's dainty shoes. The shoes were a little narrow for
her, but she finélly got them on and went out to the corridor

to look at herself in the mirror. I followed her and peeped“\_p

‘at her from the entrance to the room. She looked tallgr and
. - b

slimmer wearing the shoes, and her flowing skirt looked more J

'/
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L elegant when:>he stood there wearing them. She must have §
: 3
noticed the change in her appearance too, for she stood in %
. A &
front of the mirror for a long time and turned around to
see -her back. Her sister smacked her lips and said, "Kak i%
krasivo!" ' : ‘ - N

»

;rena took.the shoes off with a grimace and brought them
back to the room. C}ar§ stayed behind, in the corridor.

®Ridiculous stuff, vestige of bourgeois life!" she said,
aﬁd threw the shoes on the bed. She then left the‘room,
.slamming the door behind her. ) _

"Throw the shoes out, they are only trouble,” Father

said. "You won't need them here for a while."” And he

glanced around at the empty room. ) ‘ ]

vt

"I see no reason why I should throw perfectly good

T WM,

shoes out just because I cannot use them for a while," .
Mother answered, and the reason behind her answer must:
' have had its effect on Father, for he only said, "Well, . 3
< when I married youz I knew there were some 'meshugenes' | ﬁ
in your family."
{ . . "And in.vours,“ Mother retorted.
I smiled for the first time since we entered this v
gloomy hoqse. I liked it when Mother and Father bickered ' L3

about their families, for bickering made them say funny

things which were not true. The swarm of aunts, uncles

"and ;ousins, a few of whom always seemed to be visiting ‘\

or just'drdbpinq by, were pleasant and funny people who

smiled and gossiped a lot and kidded each other W%;h ‘
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jokes and nickﬁames. They heldgme on their knees and
) 'tickled me,under the chin and talked to me softly and
affectionately and brought me'presents‘;nd toys. The
mention qffthem filledlthis cold, strange rocﬁfw&th warmth.
My:gragﬁfather Naftaly appeared in'my memory too and then (i
my grand aunt Rivkeh. She stared at me from above her '
. large bosom which was s&athed ;n a sBilk fitted dress, her
eyes narrowing with pleasure as she smiled at me.
There was a loud knock on tﬁe door. "Uzhyn." announced
Irena's scratchy voice summoning us to the dining room. .
Mother took out of hef kﬁaﬁsack'the brega and éausage‘,

N ~ that we had\bought from a farmer on the road. Out of a

small cotton pouch that was attached to her belt, she toggb

ISy

a fgw pinches of tea leaves ahﬁ a few sugar cubes, and she
¢ o puétthem on a piage of newspaper which she 1ét ﬁe carry..
v Father took his pohch,of tobacco leaves. Then we crossed
the corridor and entered the dining room.
 QIrena and Clara were already there setting the table.
They lay on it an untrimmed piéce of white cloth, on toﬁ

of which they placed a few bowls and cutlery that had handles

C} . of wood. Mother placed the food she had bought on the table.

Irena and Clara eyed it greedily and both smiled sweetly.

"But Mrs. Solomonovna, really, you are too generous..."

Irena took the sausage off the table and sniffed at it

hungrily, then cut herself a piece from the end. "Vkuéhoye!"

. she said, "Tasty!"™ and she looked at us more kindly.




~

' grandfather Naftaly,whom I loved. He said a few words to

‘very little furniture, and its walls were white and empty,

‘trying to squeeze the number six, which had a protruding

‘cut the sausage into pieces and put it on slices of black

/4
-

, ' 16"
fhe; Mr. Lerer entered the room and sat &t the head of

the table, across from Father and with his back to the
large window that faced the street. His entrance made the

rqom,fegl more pleasant, for he slightly resembled my
my father, and I looked around the room. This room too -had

except for a large portrait of a man with a black moust&chg
and mahy medals on his chest. " Across from it, on the oppo-
site wall, hung an old clock encased in a wood-and-glass

cabinet. Its two thin, wiry arms looked as if they were

round belly and bent head. The brass gong swayed back and

forth unmindfui of what was going on above, and produceéd

the rhythmic tic-toc which I likedlpo listen to. g

Clara brought the sOué in an aluminum pot and ladled |
it into the bowls. It was a fellow soup on the suFface of
which floated kernels of corn.. it tasted terriblé, but Mo~ , ) 1
thef forced me to eat it. Clara and Irena regarded Mother

carefully as she ate. They tried to imitate the way Mother

-

held her knife and fork, but they could‘nog. Then Mother

bread. Then they'started talking.

"You from a big city?" aéEEE‘Irena. o

o

"Yes, Lodz, manufacturing ¢ity, textiles...”
"And you, what were you, a manufacturer or-a worker?"

Irena asked, looking at Father sharply.

L3
s,
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"Both,! Father answefed smilingly. "I worked for my

father, wh6“u$ed to own a factory."
» . -

Irena's eves qlistened.' She clenched her fist.

"A-capitalist, eh?" she said. "An exploiter of human
labor!" " \

Thé;e was a zeal and an enerqy iﬁ'her toneithat fright-
ened me, and I shfi&e;léd inside.

Father wés~£aken'ab§5k, but he answqréd hé;1calmly.

"Not really, Miss‘gprisovna;" he said. "My father and
I worked very hard in that factory. It was a difficult and

unpleasant trade. There were only a small number of peépyg

working in that plant, and they all loved and respected
my father, who is an upright man." ' bt

f} Irena was not satisfied. Her eyes were suépicious and
. angry and her brown little fists lay on the table clenched.
"How many rooms did .you people live in?"

"Five." ‘ L e

"For three people?" ' i

"ves, there was also a maid and a nanny."

i

Irena looked at nmy parents through narrowed eyes.

"That's exactly what I thought! Maid, nanpv, five

rooms, what else?"

) '01d Mr. Lerer buried his face in his hands.

’ *But Irenochka, dear, dushenka, my little soul," he
' ]

v

said softly. "Pozhéluysta, please calm down. Look at

these ppor people. All this is past. Now they have nothing

but what they carry on their backs... less -than you and I...
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, They are our guests, you know,. Jews, .like us. Where is your

+

' ¥
¢ gense of the old Russian hospitality?"

fIt's dead and buried, Father, together with old Russia..”
”ﬁy God, Irenochka, but..." | .
"You and your God, Papa, you and your useless old God.
We are also finished with God in the Soviet Union."
The old gan smiled wistfully. "But I am not sure God'
is finished with us." And he turned to look through the
‘window into the red street.. The window of ‘the house that
_stood acrosé the street looked as if it were ablaze. Mr.
) Lerer's eyes went to the‘old(clock, the wiry grmsoaf whiéh
were courting the number seven. ~His eyes then movéd to the.
man with tﬁe moﬁétache.

"Eto tak," he saidjto Father and looked at him as if’

‘hé were searching in his eyes for understénding. "This is

how things‘are. Ali this is eésy for them," and he pointed
to his daughters, "for théy_bélieve; But I... I am a divi-
ded man,mdiyidea many timés., I Qo not“know whether there
is(muéh of a man left.” He said it with much feeling, and
they were all silent after that. Tﬁen as if wakigg from
éieep Mr. Lerer said, very quickly, "Let's stop this talk
now.‘ You must be tired and in need of rest. Clara, bring

)
/

the ‘'samovar in!™": 7

I
o

Clara went out and veturned carrying'the samovar. 1t
~ '  was an old silver samovér/ stately and shiny, decorated * '

with embossed leaves and curls. A small'feapot“sat squat-

ting on the top and in the slots at the bottom glistened

o
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dark red coals. C(Clara placed the samovaf in the middle of

the table. My face stared at me from the samovar all

‘stretched and rounded. My parents were there too, with

small bodies, flat noses and big ears. The man with the
mohstaehe and eﬁe clock were there, flowing‘and shabeless,
as if they wereito dissolve any minute. I askedlpermission
to get up, and I went to the other side of the table, from
vhere I could see the reflection of Mr. Lerer and hlS two
daughters in the samovar. They too were distorted and |, ﬁﬁ
funny, but on that sid; the semovar'was red, for it reflected
the‘bi;zieg window's glare. I became flowing and red too,
and then I went to ehe other side of the table, and I
became white again:

Mr. Lerer started show1ng gome marks on the samovar .
to my parents, and they 1nqu1red after its make and its
age, while Clara poured tea into the glaSSq€{( The aroma
of stroﬁé tea filled the room, -and the samovar gave oue

pleasant warmth. Mother gave me a cube of sugar to suck’

some strong amber-colored essence into my

EE

rer leaned back in his chair and sang a

Do tell us how, ' ,
The Emperor drinks tea. SR

b4 on't know? .
ell, then I'll tell you:
They take a big lump of sugar, CL

Bore a hole in it, .

o "

Enllghtened lords and sages, ) \e) . 7
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Then £ill it with the boiling infusidn,
. 'And stir it up...

&

The sweet liquor
They hand over
To the Emperor!

" After hav1ng flmshed smglng, Mr. Lerer cupped his.

. hands agound the tea glass, then gulped 1t with enjoyment. .

"Aaaa..." he said. The tension in his voice Was gone, and
he resembled my grandfather Naftaly, who also said ';Aaaa. "
and patted.himself on the belly When he drank his after-
dinner tea. My aunts Tonya and Dora asked him then, "Another
glass of tea, Papa?” and he would answer, "A man is not a

barrel... But on second thought... maybe it's not such a bad

' . &
idea. But make it strong and with a slice of lemon."

My memories were interrupted by Irena's sharp voice.
"The girl should be aéleep now instead of gazing into

samovars," she said. Her voice scratched my ear like a

- 7
/

‘'grater. * I did not want to go to sleepy alone in the small

dark room. But Mother's voice came quiet and subdued

"Of course, Irena Bonsovna, you are absolutely right, we

~

~

shall put her to bed at once."

Father carrled me to the othér room. .

I lay on t}he straw mattress in my clothes, the way I had
always gone to sleep ever since we left Kamenetz. I stared
into Athe darkness and was afraid. I could hear the voices
in‘the'other room, but could not hear vhat it was they vere

talking ?gout. The memory of my grandfather Naftaly left a

small sharp anguish around my heart. I tried to rub it.

A Rk BT o e’ i ;i
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aw;y with my fingers, but it refused tk be rubbed off.

The sharp stfaws"that piercgd the matt}ess-cover pricked

¢

"_my hands and feet.. My pérénts came in and started whis-

pering. I twisted and turned andK}awEEd. 1 did not like
being here, I was mbre afraid here than out in the forest.:
I was wonderinq‘when our t}ip~was qoing to come to an end.p
Towards the morning, when the little window of the room
was ﬁurning\gray, I fell asfgep;,

I did not sleep long, and woke up to the sound of
many voices. When-I sat up on my beds I saw headlike
shapes outlined in the shadow of the window-frame that
lay on the bright floor., I turned towards the window

and saw the heads. There were many of them, one on top
. ' ' \

of the other, and they peered at me with many dark

4
t

., eyes, There were noses and cheeks flattened against the

glass and yellow teeth with géps in between. Theré were’
also stubby, dirty fingers in that window, andtthe‘
fingers were pointing at mé.

"Father!"'I cried.

But the bed next to mine was eﬁpty.-Tpere weré many
voices coming from fhe other room. I got off the cot and

trossed the corridor. 1 saw my parents standing in the

" middle of the dining room. Clara and Irena were sitting at

-the table and so were a few men dressed in uniforms. Black

revolvers were attached td\tﬁg men's belts and they smoked.
cigarettes, the butts of which they thrqwlon the floor.
At the head of the table ' sat a man in a rounded cap who
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wore ribbons of many colours on his chest and had shiny

against the thick, #xed throat.

¢
"Good Rugsian ‘you speak, citizen. How is that?" he
addressed Father.
- "I learned it in school,” Father answered.
"Ygu spealk German too?" 7 .
Father shook his head. The man laughed into his chin.
"Of course you won't admit it, sr’nart Jewish devil that>
you are, ewen if you spoke German better than ten Hitlers."
Loud léuéhter followed his words and the’man looked’

pleased with his own‘smartnesé. s

"Father!" I cried.

He looked at me surprised, as if he did .not' eicpect to’ g
sée me there; then he pressed\ his finger against his lips..
Irena got up .:-:md lec} n.\e, to the _corngr, where I remained g ’_ &

' ,étanding behind the fat‘man in the round cap. He went on
aéking questions and then wrote the answers down ;n his large

notebook with checkered pages. He had a boat-shaped ink - i

blotfer which he used whenever th?y\k splattered on the . . 2
page. Everybodv around watched regpéctfully, and the people

whose faces were glued to the window ceased their moise. i

The room became, very bright and guiet then, and almost .
cheerful, like on the day of my auntie Tonya's wedding.
She and her husband Morris stood in the middle of the roonm,

4

the way Mother and Father were standing now,' and the Rabbi -

-
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a .
sat at the table, though he did not have a blotter. A i

§cribe was scribbling things down with a quill pen, his . s ]
white beard gﬁékigg and his skullcap slipping off his | »
head. Soqn, the p}ocession wili go out; I shall hgld the

b;idé's veil and the peoplé outside will chger and throw .

confetti at us.

. Instead, the door was darkened by a figure that lay

a quivering, dark shadow on the sunlit floor.” The figure
saluted the man in the cap and handed a sealed letter.t? . ;
him. The man read it briefly, then gquickly got.ub and ) o . 3
-ordered the scldiers to take Mother and Father out; onel . ?
of them came to .me and took me by the hand and the others 1
sufrounded Mother and Pather. Then we all went outside,

where the sun was alreédy high up. There was quite a crowd ' 3

'assembled around'the house. They parted before us. They
" gtretchéd tﬁeir necks, pointed to us with their fingers,
laughed maliciously and whispered between them.
'\\\\ - | "Shpyony," they said, "Nemetskeye shpyony.“
Though I did not knéw they were calling us spies theng
I kneQ that whét I‘ﬁeard had a sharp and malignant sound, R f
and that it was direéted at us. \It made me shiver inside.’ ’ 1

. . Y. )
When we stopped at the gate, a voice behind me said, "Could

you believe it, batyushka, that they would take such a

small girl in tow?"

A male voice answered, "Sute, don't you know, the

cunniny bastards are capable of anything. Don't forget it's

~.

3y

war time. It's for the purmnsc of camouflage. I know

EN
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something in these matters. .

The first voice sighéd and said, "Bozhe, Bozhe, God, God,

”

just look what people have come to in 'this world, look what

people are capable/gg. -

— @
e .

Egg/ma%e'voice said, "Da,'da," and sighed too. !
I looked around me. I could not understand it at éll.

It was only a few hours ago that we were sitting at the

table with the samovar, Mr. Lerer §inging plgqsantly‘andA

télking politely to my‘pafents, and all of a sudden we were

surrounded by these soldiers with grave faces who were <

taking us to some place where we did not want to go. My

hand felt so small and helpless inside the rough, warm

hand of the soldier, whose face was hovering somewhere

high above me underneath the metal helmet.

"pziadzia!" I pulled on his hand. "Uncle, where are
you taking us?" . o
"To the police station, to be tried." 3y
"What &oes 'tr{ed' ﬁeén, uncle?"
"Wait and see," he said.
A small truck arriﬁgd at the gate and I was hauled into
it. Then Mother and Faéher were ordered to climb up; and
they did. The soldiers climbed in after them and sat on the //

bench. The man in the round cap climbed into another car. \\

. f
Then the truck was jumping and rattling on the cobblestones.

I coulqésee the street, bordered by the frame of the truck

receding fast. The town did not look the way it had

“ . . R
looked on the previous evening, when it was calm and
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warm.. The glare of the sun was hard and,brlght and the
t
shadows of the trees that lined the streets were very black

and solid. People had dark solid shadows attached to them‘
too, and they too seemed to recede from us fast. The canvas
became hot above our heads, and the soldier wiped the sweat

off his brows with his sleeve. Then the buildings became

" gparcer, and in the spaces between'them I saw again the

yellow undulating fields spotted with the red of poppies

and the deep, vibrant blue of the cornflowers. A fresh,

hot smell Qafted from the fields. Mother breathed in
deeply, then breatﬁed out égain |

The EfUCk stopped with a thud in front of a whitewashed
buildlng surrounded by a barbed wire fence. A %entry
opened a wire gate, and the truck rolled in. Soldiers and
policehen stood at the narrow entrance smoking cigarettes
and clearing their throats noisily, tﬁeﬁ spittihg on the
grouﬂd.” Their shadows too were harsh and dark, and the

+

points of ‘their bayonets were sharp and long. The asphalt

~ of the surrounding yard burned and glittered like glass.

- A soldier lifted me with one arm and stepped off the
truck with me, holding me as if I were a bundle. He saluteé
another soldier in a round hat who sﬁood in the’eﬁtrance.

"And what is this?" the soldier asked,‘pointing to_me.,
He had nice gray eyes.and bright hair thét showed from
beneath the severe cap. . .

"sShpyony!" answered the soldier who was cagrying me.

The officer looked at me; then at Father and Mother in

A N
.
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disbelief, then spat and shook his head. "Either I am crazy,
o .

or the whole wbrléWis,“ he said with a gr‘nace. He walked

away shaking his head, and then he disappeared ardund the

corner.
T~ ‘ N
The place(ye were brought into was a long, dark, corri-
dor with nothing b;£ two benches that were placed against the
wall. Nobody occupied these benches. The gentry instrudted
us to sit at the farthest end, where the two walls met the
third, narrow ofie. Mother, Father and I sat there in a row,
and I noticéd thatlthere were doors in the wall oppdsite the
one where we sat. The first had a small gléss'window. The
three other doois were of solid wood. The light from the
outside made a square reflection in the dark corridor. Sil-
houettes of people appeared and disappeared from the sauare
iike figurés in a shadow theatre. Father put his hand on top
of mine and séid, "Doq't be afraid, I am,here.; I‘snuggléd
up to him.
"Ilflushed it down the toilet," Mother whispered to Fa-
ther. ’
"You flushed what down?"
"The passport, with the German vi;a." .
"Thanks heaven;" Father said. "But don't talk, walls !
have ears, you know."‘
"What aré they going to do to us?". Mother whispered.
"I hope it's not going to be the worst," Father replied.
, .

A small, cold fear stole into my}heart, I buried my

rface in Father's chest and listened to the rhythmic thud thud

~~\ '
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of his heart. , C ' .

One of the doors opened then, gnd a large woman in a
uniform came out. She was followed by an oﬁficer in high
boots. She laughed loudly at what he said, lifting one of -
her shoulders slkﬁnﬁy‘and shaking her blond hair, which was
arranged in-long ringlets. As soon As the officer left, the
smile was gone from thegwoman's face and she turned around
and stared at us coldly. and severely. "You stay where you
are," she instruct?d Father curtly. "And(?ou," she pointed
tO‘Mother‘and me, "you follow me." 7

I was afraid of this large red-faced woman with the
yellow hair, and I grabbed Mother's hand. It was cold and
éweaty. The large woman opened a dark door with a key and
 ‘ordered us to goriﬁf/\ ' a
' The room wé(entered‘Was white and had no windows. I had
never sen a room with no windows. ' A bare bulb Qangled from
a black wire that was tied in a loép;' Beneath it stood’a
taLle ade of unfiﬁished wood. The only other item in the
room wag an aluﬁinum basin, filled with water, which was
pl&ced,on a low stool clumsily constructed from’pieces of
wood. . H

The woman qrdered'Mother and me to undress. I did not
want to ‘undress in,front of her, and I made a gesture of
refusal. But Mother iooked at me sternl&, and I knew I had
to do as the woman ﬁad orderggé I put my clothes in a éile
on the .cement floor and stoéd there shivering, though it

was not cold in the room. Mother undressed too. It was

s
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the first time I had ever seen my mother arﬁ naked, and I

e how big her

watched her curlously. I nothed with surpﬁgg
breasts were when she ok off her brassiere and how heavy
and v;ined her legs. She also had a patch of dark hair be-
low her belly, where I did'pot have any hair. The sight of
my mother naked maie me forget my fear. .

The woman picked the clothes off the floor and examined

-~

them onepby one: She took out of the pPacket af my jacket

an old candy wrapper that had a funny picture on it and

" looked at it closely. Then she smoothed it out by pressing by

it with her fingernéil,‘and left it on the table. Then she
looked over Mother's clothes{ tore the buttons off and rioped
the seams of her jacket. She also tore the shoulder vpillows
end emptied them of the gray stuffing. Dust came out of°

them in smdll puffs and the woman sneezed. She then threw

Mother's clothes in one heap on the floor and pushed the pile

away with her foot.. She wore-heavy shoes. with square heels.
%he told me to stand in the corner, then turned away and
stood fac1ng the tall table’ in the mlddle of the room. From.
where I was, I could see her broad back, the ringlets ‘that
dangled from her ﬁead, and the crookea seams of her stock-
ings. o | ’ . !
"Climb on top'g? this table and lie on YOuF.back?" she
ordered Mother. ‘ | »
«~ Mother approached slowly. She had goose pimples .over

her skin and looked like.a plucked chlcken. The table was

high, andg the woman helped Mother by plac1ng her hands

)
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under Mother's buttocks ahd hoi#€ing her up. Mother lay

on tﬁe table quietly.

"Spread your legs!" the woman ordered harshly, ‘and-I

saw Mother's feet emerging from both sides of the woman's
body. ‘

Then I saw the woman's hand thrust forward and move
jerkily back and forth. Mother scredmed.}gl felt paralyzed.

"Shut up!" yelled the woman. I wanted to cry and run for -

help, but the door was locked, and I wés';fraid.' Then the

woman told Mother to lie on her-8tomach, and when Mother

i e S

was turning .over, I saw ‘her face for a brief moment.,, She

did not look like my mother at all. Her face was red and .

=X 1

puffed, her eyes were wide open and with no expression in

" them and her hair fe;l in limp strands from her sweaty fore- .

»

head. She seemed to be looking at me, but not seeiﬁg me.

Mother turned to lie on her stomach,‘and I saw the wo-

N
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man spreading her buttocks with her hand. Then she st;efch-
ed\out a finger of the other hand and put it into'Mothe;ﬂ . ‘
, Mother screamed again and the scream was sharp and piercing“ h ’ ¥
and sent shivers down my spine. The woman- took her finger o t
out of Mother and rinsed'her hand in the basin of waté?ik

Y L

I .saw:hgy face then and it was contorted in a terrible

grimace. The water turned yellow, and it stank terribly in
the room. -

I pressed my ncée with my fingers. I started crying.

"Shut. up.! Shuyt - up:!" cried the woman.. "If you won't stoo -

erying, I'l11 lock you in a cell!" She cage to me and
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covered my mouth with her stinking hand. I saw Mother -

slowly'geEtinq off the table, holding her hand on the patch
of haif. The woman threw her a malevolent look, fhen leaned '
forwards and peered at me. "It's your turn, .little girl."

She hoisted me up then and before I knew what was happening

to me, I was 1aid‘on the table on my back, and the womén's

»

hand was pressing against my belly. Her other hand held
my legs. down. | ¥

"Spare the child, we are not spieg, she has nothing
hidden inside her!"” Mothér pried. I turned and‘s her
standj\.?xg there shivering, the veins of her legs pﬁle ana
swollen and her breasts ﬁanging down sadly. ‘

l"Moltchy!f the woman yelled again. "It’s we who decide

v

what needs to be done and what does not need to be done!" S

-

‘Then I felt her spreading my leqs and I felt her finger ~~

and her fingernail inside me. It hurt terribly and I

SCngaméd. She put'her other hand, still stinking, on my mouth.
I was suffocatin%w I could ﬁot breathe. I felt her finger
getting deeper and deeper. She wds pokinq and scgatching

me éll inside, goipg deeper and deeper in. She leaned above
me, and I saw her red face and her yellow teeth. There

were beads of sweat onaher forehead. It was as if the whple
@eight of.her large body was on top of me. I wanted‘to sCream
buthI could not. I wanted to get out, to run away, but I

wés held by her hands like by a vipé. ‘ﬁomethiné was pressing

on my chest, something was pressing on me from inside as if

it wanted to tear me apart. It hurt terribly, as if something.

»
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burst inside me, and I screamed and saw a large darkness

)

~and in the darkness I did not see the big woman and the

-’

white room anymore.

EEEN

I came to slowly and painfully. It seemed to me 1 was "y

emerging out of some cold darkness whioh was turning into a
gray,painful heze. Theryellowish, shivering wires of the
electtric bulb above mgrhead were yhat I saw first, and then \\
I saw Father's black face and eyes above me. Fafher's face
was wet. "I want to go home, Father !" I cried. "I want to .
go home." But he only said, "Tsh, be quiet, be auiet, it's’
all over, it's all over." Mother was above me too. Her
~face was black, and she was wearing her torn jacket hanglng
1oosely on her shoulders, like on a scarecrow. At the end
of the corridor, the c1garetpe that the sentry was smoking
glowed in the dark, and mosquitoes and litgle flies circled
the bulblfeverishly and frantically. Mother put a scarf
around my neck. "Here,' sleep noh," she said.

I tried to sleep, but could not. Waves of heat and cold
came over me, and the tip of the séntry's cigarette was like
a laréé{ red firefly ' The doors srood darh and threatening,
-and the gray walls seemed to be closing around me. Father
and Mother s faces hung above ms motionless. Father's mouth
‘was open, as if he was crying to someone in his sleeo, and

N\
his belly made s ueaky n01ses. When the entrance to the cor-
A q

'
t

ridor Pecame grayf\soldlers and policemen began walking in

and disappearing behind the dark doors. Then I f%ll asleep.
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I'woke to the sound of.louh)cries. Two men were being.
pushed from behind through the entrance, their hand raised -

to their heads. "Nein:!" they cried in Yiddish. "Nein, we

are not spies!" A aoldie}‘prodded ‘them into the first room.

f'stared at ié all f{ightened, still aching all over. Mother .
' :and Father were f;ightened too and their lips were pale.

The two men, who wore'skullcaps on their curly blacklhair,
emerged from the first room‘and were léd to the room where I
and Mother ﬁad been. When they went in theré, I closed my

eyes. I expected to hear screams, but it was silent in that .

,room. They, were there for a/éhgrt while only. The door s
jerked open, and they came out wearing kerchiefs over their
eyes. Two soldiers w;th bayonets followed them, and an offi-bi
cer in a round cap. 'The young.men screamed Ynd resisted.

"It's all a misunderstandin§, tovarishchi!" they cried. "The

Giletﬁ%stwere bought in Poland, not in Germ§ny!" But nobody

listened. They were led out, and more soldiers with bayonets
came out of the rooms. The police stétion became very quiet f
and the skin on Mother and ﬁgther's face looked tight, as if |

it had been stretched over their bones and dried. Then,

Aot

there was a very faint noise, like that of firecrackers, in

the distance. At the sound of this noise my marents'’ heads

o A AW B Vv e

fell down, and 1 saw that they were crying.

When the soldiers started filing back in, I noticed
that outside the sun was up. The small sguare of sky that
showed through the opening was filled with curly, f;ivolous

clouds which looked like little puffs of cotton that someone

K
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: héd scattéred‘there quite th&ughtlessly: "The corridor looked
o ’ N . w .

@oré:cheerful, and tﬁe sentry was drinking coffee from a large

mug. - I.ggt off Father's lap and sat on the bench staring out.

The sentry finished ﬁrinking his doffée,'gotwup.and went to

the front room. He emerged garrying a few slices. of black

' bread and steaming tea in a me&al jug, which he brought to

us.‘ I ate hungrily Snd drank the strong, sweei teé from an

.alﬁminum cup.

‘The bellslsfgrted ringing somewvhere in the distance.
"It's Sunday,"” Father said. The sound of these bellslrever-
berated within me and brought with it the memory.of Ngﬁny,
who took me to church with her every Sunday. We walked un-
der goldeﬁ chestnut trees‘andréhe yebkow=feé leaves rustled‘_
under our feet. I collected the Browé; smooth cﬂestnutsfgnd
put them in my pockets. Girls inAwhitg‘dresseé wearipg white
wreaths hurried past us on their way to the first communion
‘looking pretty, like little'brides. In the church, Ehere ‘
wa; a splendid altar, the choir sang—]éam;ifhlly and on the
way back the bells sang their melodies till we came home.

But as T listened to the bells ringing, I knew éllgpf~
a sudden‘and with a pang of pain and fear-ipside, that all
this was gone and that the trip I was on was not a real trip
at éli. I knew suddenly and clearly that I might not ;ee my .

Nanny again for 'a very long time, and that a very long time

.would pass before we returned. I did not feel like the same

girl vho had walked'with Nanny under the chestnut trees.

'Something had changed within me, something was heavy and dull

st
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in me, and there was an aching emptiness inside that had not

e i&«»..x.q:,,.,*;,,g_’}”u )

been there before. I wanted to- cry out to my parents and ask

[

" ' them why they had »cheatedrdme, but their faces were tired, - ~ o
sad and distant, and I did not.’ Q% o
y Suddenly, the sky became overcast. The gentty rdn in

cursing, then came back weanng a dark, shiny cape. It
started rauung, and J.t became very dark Then thunder .

started rolling, one roll coming in the wake of the éther,

and 1t was as if hundreds of empty baafrgls rolled off a
i~ mountain. I curletd up to Father, vl,'hose hand was cold. The ‘__\ .
little :buildir‘xg shook and drops of rain rattled on the metal ‘ ’i
roof. It sounded as if the whole world was engaged in a ’ . 3 N
furious battle with itself. - . ) ‘ ) . )
Then, as suddenly, 1t became very still again, énd I

could hear the sounds of drops falling off the roof on the

ot

gravel path outside,’ and‘the plop plop of water running into

the sewers. I closed my eyes. When I opened them again,

2

o emdar

I was,staring into the face of the blond woman leaning above

me. I screamed and felt a hand over my mouth. I thought

T . I would hear her voice again, but it was the voice of m\y
Father, calm and warm, telling me it.was all over, all over,
again. But I felt the hands of the woman on me and inside-

me, and it was as if she had left part of herself in'me.

%
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1 fell asleep in my father's lap then, but it was a

P}

_heavy sleep J.nterrupte(’i\}nxghmares. I woke up frequently, -

N

and Father calmed me and w:.ped the sweat off my face. I.

screamed like the young men in the kerot{'iefs, "Nein! Neinl!" ‘
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but no one was listening to me... . N

) .Then it was morning again, and Father was putting the

xim of a warm mefai cup to my lips. I gulped the sweet tea. .

Its warmtli and sweetness gave me a pleasanti feeling that
drowned a little of the pain that I held inside. . "Drink,
drink!" urged Father's voice, and I drank one Bup aftér

) another till my belly felt full. Then I sat on the bench

L]

and ate a piece of bread.

3

There was much movement in the corridor, people rushed

in and oﬁt, it was a regufar business day. "What's going »
. to happen to us? When are we going to be tried?" Father
asked a passing policeman, but the policement jusgiahrugged

his shoulders and said, "They will let you know."

' With all the people coming in and out, it was more-

e b %

cheerful at the police station. I stared at the big
o moustaches of the men, at the shiny badges and the uniforms.

Some civilians sat in the corridor now, and they smiled at

<
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' us, as if surprised to see me there. Mother combed my hair

and buttoned my little sweater,

Then I heard a sound of arguing voices out in the yard.

/
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. Someqne was demandiné entry, arquing loudly with the sentry.

The older male voce had a familiar sound, though whoée it
']

was/ I could not recall. , !

"You must have a pass, a permission to enter!"” insisted -

‘a young voice. N -
B P A
e

"But I must enter, talk to yohr commandant, it is a

matter of urgency,” said the older.
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There was a flurry of movement close to the door. A =

soldier enteréd the office behind the door with the window,

then emerged holding a piece of paper in his hand. A few
. minutes later he reappéarea/;iEKSehind him, to our.surprise,
we saw Mr. Lerer, hfs;ﬁéir dishevelled and his clothes in
: some disarray. (/
( "Mr. Lerer:" Father cried. "Is it possible, y;u too:!"
But.Mr. Lerer had already disappeared behind the door. He

) .

"I wonder why Mr. Lerer is here," Father said to Mother.

was carrying a small parcel with him.

"Perhaps he has brought us some food," Mother answered.
After a while, Mr. Lerer reentered the corridor, and

behind him tﬂe thick-necked official in the round cap walked

slowly. He was shaking his head, then nodding sadly. "Women, g

' _women," I heard him say. "I shall never uhgerst;nd them as

long as I live." Then both started walking towards us.

F o P

Although it was guite dark in the corridor, I could see that

'S

Mr. Lerer's face was sad and that his eyes were red. He

' approached us with his' head hanging down, and he put his soft

»

- spongy hand on my head.
P . "Are you all right, sweet girl, feeling fine?" he asked ‘

leaning towards me and looking at my face. I shoock my head

o G, 8 =i A s Al 0 Y e T S0 o o

and sobbingly hid it in Father's pants.

"You are free, you can leave!" I heard the fat officer's
voice. "There is not going to be any trial."
I turned around, surprised and happy, and saw him stand-

ing and. looking at me with a/wide smile. "Yes, little girl,




‘\\\\the door and the iron gate.

you can leave!"

My mother jumped off the bench and kissed the official's
hand impulsively. ”Spaseebo,'bolshoyeh spaseebo!” fhank you,

commandant!” she cried. There was a wide, though pained and

‘unbelieving smile on Father's face. He too stood up and was

shaking the officer's hand very warmlv. Then he took the

pouch of tobacco that he was carrying with him off hlS belt

4

and handed it to the pollceman
"Please, accept it, with my gratitude!"
"I'll take the tobacco, thank you, I cannot refuse that,

A
but you owe your thankg to &itizen Lerer here. Without his

1ntervent10n..." He ralsed his hand up in a fleeting motlon

2

"... I do not know what would have happened. Thank him!"
Father and Mother| looked at Mr. Lerer with gratitude,

but he just stood there with his head bowed and avqided their

eyes. He held the small parcel that he had brought with him’
to his chést and mumbled something to himself. Moﬁger opéned
her mouth as if she wanted to say something to hiﬁ, but just
then a soldier came out of the office carrying our knapsacks
in his hands. Mr. Lerer took one, Father took the other.

Mother toock me by the hand, and we quickly went out th:gfg?

‘was no trace of yesteﬁday s storm. The city was as calm as

S~

if nothlng had ever happenad, as if what had gone on in that
white build{ng was only a nightmare. Already, the carts were

rattling on the cobblestones, and peoprle were lining up in

front of the bakery across the street. The top leaves of the

v

The sun shone brightlv, and there

2 |
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it that you mean2"

| My dear God... But that's unbelievable..." ' '
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trees began to rustle, and little by little the‘rustling

[

current worked its way down‘yfégfe lower branches.

Unaccustomed to such brightness) we stood-there squinting.

Mr. Lerer handed the brown parcel to Mother.
"Accursed shoes,” he'said. "Throw them away."

*  Mother, surprised, unwr;pped the package. Her black
shoes were in it, their metal-studded heels shining in
the sun. |

"What?" she said with astonishment. "The shoes were
left in your ho&se? They wefe not in our knapggcks when
thé policeman brought them along?-And you brought them now?
At.a time like this...? You remembered... But this is
Vncredible, 1 do not know how to thank you."

Mr. Lerer stared at her with his sad, pained eyes.

"what?" he.said. "So you suspected nothing? You knew

Mother looked at him with a deep questioning frown.

Then she shook her head as if she wanted to shake off the '
. .

T ———n

thoughts- and the suspicion that had gathered there.

"No, Mr. Lerer. I... I do not understand... What is

Then her head jerked as if shaken by a sudden flash of

understanding. . She stared at Mr. Lerer, and her lips quiv-

L I i S B ok BN I, e A 5 i 1 B IR e G AT SR R o AR R R S st
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ereég Then she said, her eyes narrowing and her lips pursed:

“ﬁhat? Is that possible at all? Irena? She... ? N L

-

Mr. Lerer's eyes filled with tears. His lips
Ry i .

.
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-quivered Eobhdand he shuffled his feet looking shaken, con-
fused and ashamed. I remembered him singing jocularly at the
table and was. sorry to see him so broken. He bowed his head
again and muttered, almost inaud:}bly, "Izvenyete, forgive us,
if you can, forgive Irena... The devil only knows...Things
seem to fall apart../. and he clasped Mother's hand'in his
and leaned forward to kiss it. }Izvenyete, pozhaluysta..."

He turned away froﬁ us ‘quickly, as/if heé could not stand
being there any longer and started'walkiné in a fast pace
towards the wide shady street that opened into the square.

I watched him'go with sorrow. I was so happy about his
reappeérance and about our sudden rele;se. I could still

feel the soft touch of his spongy hand on my head, and already

he was going away, mournful and upset. It was as if grand-
father Naftaly were leaving us for the second time. The
first time was when grandfather had farted from us at thé
train station of Lodz. When he said, "Farewell and so 19ng."
there had been such unspeakable, deep sadness in his eyes
‘that I started,crying. His Beard shook as he was waving
to us. When Father cried, "See you,Pépa!“ grandfather
pointed to the éky. 1

Mothér‘anq Father must have felt like me, for they too
looked after Mr. Lerer with .expressions of great sadness.

It was the first time since we had exited tﬁé dim

police station that I clearly saw my parents' faces. They

seemed different from the way they had been a few days ago,

at the Lerer's dinner table. Fq}her's face was sallow and

;o
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: unshaven, énd his eyes were framed.in deep bluish shadows.
On Mother's face a thin ﬁgt of wrinkles seemed to have formed
overnight. As they looked at each other, there was‘strange-
ness/and embarrassment in their eyes and much fatigue. -
"So, it was Irena..." Mother said and nodded sadly, then
" moved her hand as if she yanted to chase the thought away.
"I suspected her," Father answered, "though I thought
*it was .for a differnt reason... ideology and all that...
How fortunate that Mr. Lerer is a man with a censcience."”
"And with a ‘heart," Motﬁér added.
She kept turning the shoes in her hands aé if not know-~
ing what to do with them. I looked at them toc and all of
a sudden 1 thought I knew , like Qhe‘women.in‘Kamengtz. ‘
There was a secret about these shoesttha; we all shared, and
’I was now in the secret too. I did not understand it all,
but I now knew that they were magic shoes after all. 1Irena

’

\ must have known too, and she desired them; she wanted to

}

take them away from us. I almost jumped wi w,\joy. I wanted
to sbare my discovery with nmy pareﬂts, but‘:ﬁéid‘not kpow the
right words and was afr%id they wouldn't understand. So I
kept it a secrétaand I peeped at the shoes cur;oﬁsly to see
whether they had changed in any way. |

The bakery écros§ the‘street had just opened, and there
were more people passing us by and staring at us curiously.

L, .
Father gathered the straps of his knapsack.

"Mr. Lerer told you to throw the shoes away," he said

to Mother. "So why don't you throw them away?"

s
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;j':l I looked at'MSther. I knew she wouldn't throw them
away and I did not want her to. She pursed her lips and;<
leaning above the knapsack, opened the side pockets and’ '
pushed the shoes in.
"I'm going to-dance in these shoes, I'm telling you,o

when it's all over, I'm going to dance." -

"Yes, when it's all over I'm going to dance!" I
repeated a;ter her. My Qoice sounded to me thicker and so
serious. .Father looked at us and made a motioﬁ of acceptance
or resignation with his hand. He helped Mother to hoist
the knapsack on her back and asked a passerby for directioné.
Then he took me by the hand, and we turnéd towards the road

that led to Kiev.

-

Eebruary 18, 1986

\ ] L M




‘The Black Valises
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I first noticed Robert Engel on the platform of ‘the old : '

'K‘iev Statioa. Mother , Father and I were waiting for a train

to take us ipto R\;esia' and away from themGerman front. What
caught my attention were his valises. ~

= The' station izas densely crowded with refugees, who car- ! F

ried their belongings in knapsacks, bundles and old valises i

. bursting open at the seams. Only Rohert Engel had large

4 ' new valises. They were black and shiny, ' had gold coloured
! . locks and were braced with wide bands of metal. Robert En-‘ ‘
gel himself loﬂoked small and insignificant next to his va- - x
lises; rt;e was very skinny, haq red, thinning hair‘and a !
thin, pale r;O‘se thaf supported a pair of gold-rin;med glaeses.
He was standing not far from‘us on the platform. 'When '
the train finally rolled into the station and? people crowded )
L the entrance pushing and screaming, Fathe; helped E.ngel‘ up |
the steep metal steps.
. : ,But after we had boarded the train we lost sight of him., . ﬂ
He v:as pushe tb\?‘e left of‘ the long dim carriage. We were ’
pushed to the\right. We settled quickly on:one of the still--
vacant benche . Even before Father had taken off hlS _coat . .

I fell asleep on his shoulder.

When I woke up early in the morning the train was mov-

‘ ing slowly and heavily. It was emitting gaspin‘g,'forced
sounds which were interrupted from time to time bv the long
- wailing cry of the whistle. The bolts underneath the car-

: riage' squeaked Shrilly with every turn and the wagon shook

and rattled. Chilly ty _air shrouded t}9‘yind'ows.

.
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'Shadows of telegraph poles were moving habtily on the panes,

and frost clung in -uneven patches to the greenisb~§ray metal
of the window frame. The leg of someone seated on the roof
of the wagon dangled in-front of .our window. i

When my~eyes got used to the semi-dérknéss I saw human
shapes that crouched, sat or lay on benches, on the floor,
and on the luggage racks. They all looked as if they had
Just given up a night—long struggle with sleeplessness and
had frozen into twisted positions, their hands clutching
their belongings. - Children were crying in théi; sleep.

Enameled nightpots attached to the bundles gave off a smell

" of urine that mingled with the smoke of handmade cigarettes,

the sweat of dozens of unwashed bodies and the odour of
rotting food. MyAparents"heads wero moving silently back
and for;; 11ke the heads of marionettes forgotten by their
puppeteer. It was ‘stuffy, cold and deadly quiet.

The silence was 1nterrupted by the metallic squeak of
an opening door. Whenﬂthe door closed again I saw a man
in a khaki uniform with Russiah embléms, stoﬁdzhg,in the
entrance. He sqointed!,then looked hyooﬁd in astonishment.
With the tip of his boot he nudged one of the bodies ’
o;ocking the passage. .

“&ove'a little, batyushka, allow a fellow to perform.
his doty, ah?"™ he sa;d loudly. He spoke.Russiaﬂ and the
tone of hﬁs.voiéiew;s deep, warm and melodious. Eyes

opened and some faces lit up w}th'smiles.

"Some aromatic stuff in this wagon, comrades,” he went -

’
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on. How about opening a window or two. Mother Russia has

plenty of fresh air, if nothing else. So go ahead and enjoy
it."

He stretched a leg over a body that was curled up be-
tween two crowded seats‘and pushed one of the windows out-
ward. Fresh cold air burst into the'wagbn, bringing with
it minute particles of icé that melted on faces' and beards.
People shrank back, pulled'on,the edges of‘shawls and coats.

Mother woke up with a shiver and wrappkd me’ in her blanket.

The official reached. the middle of the carriage and planted

'his legs firmly on the two sides of the aisle.

3 f
"Mother Russia welcomes you with frosty breath, comrades.’

Enjoy it. It is better, I assure you, than the warm breath

of the German dogs on your backs, ah?" He was smiling a wide

smile under a thick, Stalin-style moustache. His eyes were

dark and slightly slanted at the corners. His face, wrinkled
and weather-beaten, was dark too, and robustly handsome; He
nodded at the tired and dirt& %aces around him;

"Somé trip for you, poor Jewish deviis.. And you have
not seen the end o% it yet. Wait till you get to Siberia....
Noboéy'é told you yet how lucky you are. Nobody's told you,
so0 ;fwill.. And what I have to tell you is- that you are coming
to a land of hapéiness." | ﬂ

He'looked around to examine the impression his words
were‘making. But some people did not understand Russi;;,
and éeme‘were too tired to pay attention. Nevertheless he

went on, unmindful. . l
. {
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Ca "Yes, comrades, you may not believe it, but we are

héppy here. This is because our needs are small, unlike

you, capitalists. We are happy when we have a piece of

bread to eat, when we have a roof above our heads and .
~ particularly when there is“a tiny bit of vodka to cheer

us up. And you are going to be happy with us!"

An old man who was sitting on the b%nch behf%d ours;
his face swathed in béndages, murmured, "Let the devil
take their happiness.' Couldn't he wait with his propaganda
till after breakfast? It' hard t6 take on an empty stomach.”

A voicé’from the rack shushed him and a man on bur left
said to him in Poiish, "Be quiet, old fbol!, The commandant
is offeriné you happiness and you complain. It's better

"to be named a ‘comrade' than a ‘corpse,' so smile nicely
at the commandant and keep your band;g;d mouth shut."

The official stood there for a while, nodding his head,
then he turned and proceeded towards the other end of the
carriage. I followed him with my eyes and I saw him pro-
ceéding slowly, then stopping at the end of the carriage
and ‘eyeing something intently. I climbed up on the bencﬂ
to see what it was:ihe was staring at aﬁfffaw fhat it was

Robert Engel. He was squeezed into the back corner of ‘the

'-cérriage sitting on top of his valises.. The valises took ,

the place of two people and their gleaming surfaces contrasted-

with the shabby surroundings and with Engel's stained jacket.
The official placed himself solidly in front ' of Engel.

Engel did not move. He was totally absorbed in a small book
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he was holding to the dim light. His head was moving up
N

and down rhythmically, as if he were trying to memorize

e St 55 4 2 e

the,l#neé.

All the eyes tu;ned, curibus,'towards them. Enge;
went on reading, oblivious to all, and the official just
stood there patiently, cgocking his head once to the left,
then to the ggqht, as if he were lboking at" a strange
bird that ﬁust perched on' a branch of a tree. His

patience ended after a while, for he cried loudly, "Wake
up, comradé, wake up and talk to us!" |

Engel lifted his head abruptly, like a man rudely
.awakened from a pleasant dream. His yellow eyes blinked

behind the gold frames, then filled with fear.

"Yes, commandant, what is it you wish from me?"

Instead of an answer the official pfoduqed out of his
breast~pocket a crumpled scrap of paper, a pouch of ‘
tobacco and a box of matches. He leaned against the frame
of the door, rolled-a~gigarette, then 1lit a match by
striking it‘ggainst the sole of his boot. He then blew
a cloud of smoke into Engel's face..

"Learned Comrade,"” he séid mockingly. “A fine place
comrade found for his studiés. I modestly pfesume the
best in the country. 1I am sorry the 1igﬁt we provide ﬁere
is inaﬂgquate,'the heat insufficient and the stench just

a tiny bit overpowering."

Ve

Engel dpened his eyes wide, uncomprehending. He aid‘ .

not énswer, only squinted and cuppéd his ear. The official
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drew near him énd looked at him fiéfcely.

"I Qee the 1eafned comra?e is carrying his burial cas-
kgts with him, ah?" He examined the shining locks on thé
valises, then pulled ©on the‘metal band. "How long you have
been dragging thoée with yéu ac?&és Russia is one thing I
wish to know. And the second is how you managed to get on
the train,ah?" Thousands of men }ie under bare skies all
o§er the land, people travel onuroofé of wagons, we are all
crowded here like spider's eégs in a opouch and comrade is

‘\riding on tof of fancy b}ack valises like a bloody aristo;
crat. 1 hoﬁe comrade has gold and diamonds insiée. ‘Anyhow,
whatever it if I wish not to see it anymore. Next stop,

~out you go with thg valiées, or out éo the valises and you
+stay with your small volume!" | ‘

I was afraid for Engel and watched the two intently.

oBui'Enge} secemed to be regaining hié composure. He straight;
ened his back and put his hand on his preast-pocket.

"But...but... comrade commandant...it... it %s . ..very
important... ominously so..." he stumbled in broken Russian.
"Here... the certificate:.. you may read yourself."

He'fished out of his pockei a folded sheet of paper
and handed it to the Russian. The official unfolde@ it and

glanced at the bottom of fhg page.

"A round stamp.;; it bears a round stamp! someone said.

A round stamp was a sacred testimony to the fact that some-
one in the’%qmplicéted hierarchy of Russian bureaucracy had

dealt with the'problem and issued a document.

AR
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The offigial seemed surprised, but he folded the paper
and made a motion of resignation with his hand.
"Phere are some things in this life I shall never - . ;

understand,” he said, "and this is. one of them."

Before moving on he knocked on the side of the valises.

The muted sound testified that they were solidly packed.

The train moved op relentlessly, day and‘night,'stopping:
once in a while at small stations in the middle of nowhere.
_After a few days the wide -expanses of whiteness'had<ﬁsapp§uéd

and we entered mountainous arid terrains. Sunshine started

> e W W

penetrating in thin slanted beams into the wagon. It seemed

PRI

- to melt some of the weariness and the fear..  There were deep

caves in the barren mountains gaping dﬁFk and mysterious,

white huts in the valleys, swift streams with gurgling,

- J
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swiflipg water and strangely dressed people riding small
agile hgrséé. Peoplé seemed to unfold, become willing~€o
;hare. Arms stretched from one compaftment to another
offering cigaretﬁes, bundles were untwisted to dig out
dried fruits and candies. It was still cold, but dry. he

were crossing the boundaries of Europe and entering Asia.

Groups of people took turns by the window to admire the

changing and beautiful landséape. I stood glued to the

window too. It was like entering a story land.

At night the train rattled on narrow tracks. The dark-
* -~

ness around was 8O complete that I‘thought there were”only

/

the few of us, the train and the stars left in the world. ' .

People around sighed and grunted and whispered, cigarettes
L
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glowed in tﬁé.darkness.and the machorka tobacco gave a‘
stron§ aéoﬁa, like that of burning dry leaves.‘

Mothef had a candle with her. From a lump of ciay she
had dug from a littlg hill at one of the stations she had
formed ; cqndleholder witﬁta curved handle. She put the
candleholder on top ofa valise, protecting the feeble,
shaky flames with the‘palms of her hands. Cﬂppéd around

. ,
the candle her hands were red and almost transparent.

to jus. The light of the

. ‘ N
candle made the wrinkles on their faces look deeper and

A few people moved clo
their eyes darker. Looking into the flame Méther said,
"We aré entering a magnificent land.”

The eyes turned curiously towards her. I slipped of f
my father's knees to be nearer. Mother then said we were
in Uzbeckistan. The people openéd their eyes even wider.
They had never heard of this land. She tﬁen told them
it was an ancient, fertile and beautiful couﬁtry,\of mild
climate and protected from harsh winds and enemies by
high mountaiks. It was a parf of Russia now, but hundreds
of years ago, it was the proudest of lands, a centre of
the Empire of the Mamluks, who came from the east and
conguered those tefritories like a hurricane; She told

them about the wild Gingis Han and the wise Tamerlane

~ who ruled amidst unbelievable splendours.

The man with the bandaged face, who used to be a

butcher's helper in the small Jewish town from which he .

escaped scratched his ear thodghtfully.

o
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"And where do you know all this from, Mrs. Solomonovna?
How does one know things like this?"
"I read about it, Mr. Kugelman."

"And you believe what you read?"

"Just as much as I believe what 1 hear, and sometimes

more."

N Mr. Kugelman smiled. "I can see that when asked, you

can answer, Mrs. Solomonovna. But if you ask me, I don't

.believe in any reading. What is reading good for? It is
' AN

] " like the wind passing over a field of wheat. You'can't ™~ j
. eat it, you can't drink it, you can't sleep with it or use :
'Fn , it for a blanket at night. But take, for example, a nice

side of rib..."

e

Mother sighed, though~I.cou1d see that the thought of

& meulide. s

a nice side of rib was not unpleasant to her. "It would (

" take too long to explain, Mr.Kugelman. You are certainly
right about some things. And yet, Mr. Kugelman, if it weren't

for the wind, could the clouds accumulate and cause rain to '

PR o

fall?"
Mr. Kugelman scratched his ear again. "You are a dif-
ficult person to argue with, Mrs. Solomonovna." . ' 3

1

"This is because I read a lot, Mr. Kugelman."

_ ' "But anyway, you do not convince me."
Other voices came from the darkened part of the carriage.
"Reading is empty words on paper to confusé yodr mind
when your stomach is empty." '

"No child was ever born from reading.” : ' v
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"Our Rabbi read all his 1life. So the Germans dragged
him away from the readihg stand. ﬁe did not read. We hid
in the forest."

I looked a£ Mother. She seemed lost. I was sorry for
her. It seemed strange to me; here she was te;lind them
beautiful'stories and they all turned against her. K But I
could also see that what they said was trué.. You really
could not eat stories. Thé Rabbi did not run to the forest.
As fortﬁe children, my mother did have one though she read.

Then a voice came from the other end of the'carriége.
"And yet," the voice said, "all of you listened‘intently, H
with your eyes and-ears wide °p§ﬁf ’It was so quiet around.
It looked as if you forgot everything else."

It was such a loud and clear voice, that at first I
did not identify it as belonging to Robert Engel. I wés
.grateful to him. Mother seemed grateful too, for she
smiled and the thin wrinkles disappearéd from her forehead.
The others.did.not react. Then she blew the candle out.

6ther than that one strong reaction, Engel seemed
oblivious to all. whenever I loqked in his direction, more
to see the valises ;han to see him, he was perched on top
of them, like'a strange bird, almost immobile in his hawklike
‘position, his head bent above his small volume. People were
making Sets\about the\contents of his suitcases. Mr:Kugel-
mén said it was tobacco. The skinny man who slept on top of

the luggage rack said it was furs. Others were divided

* between meat,consexves and beans. But soon they 16st interest’
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in him. Only the Russian official still bothered to tease ‘ -
him and cause a thin smile to linger on Engel's lips fo? a
whilé.

Engel was not very talkative, but after a while we
did learn a few things about him. He told Mother that he

came from a Polish town close to the .German bord®r. He

E g

.told Father that he had been a lonely bachelor all his life. >
fﬂ&t looked as if everything he had was locked in those fancy

valises. He often examined them with fondness, and, one

could say, a certain degree of respect. He spread a blan-

ket on them at night and then slept cdurled on top. He had
no food with him and was 1i§ing on whatever the authorities 3

rationed, which -was not much. As they said in Russia +- too

. much to die on and not enough to live on. A kind hand some-

times offered him tea leaves or a few dried tomatoes, and

he accepted hastily and with some embarrassment. At the
stations where we disembarked to trade cigarettes and tobacco

for food, he stayed inside, guarding his black treasures.

it 2 RN A b i3

"Learned Comrade," the official teased him, "take care

not to stay too long on top of these valises. Your behind

R

may stick to the lid and then you may have some trouble

opening them. And then what.,.?"

Engel usually shied away from the adults in the company.

‘Only two other chiid;gn and I were allowed to share his seat

d on top of the valises, close to the ceiling. ‘ He was fond of o’
children. Sometimes, when he tired of looking into his small

book, when his eyes were red and swollen under the gold-
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rimmed glagses, he told us stories. It was he who first
told me the story of Aladdin and his lahp.) When he descfibed
tﬁe lamp, which was made of brass, his eyes wandered to the
shiny locks on his v;lises. ‘ “
| Then, one day he said something strange, something I
wished I could believe. He said there were many 1amp§ like
Aladdin's around, but pgople did‘not kﬁow where to look for
them. "I hopé,"‘he said to us, "I hdpé,you find yours ‘
one day." |

Once, when I thought he was in a better mood than usual,

4/

I pulled on his sleeve to diQertghis attention from his small

-

volume and then, slowly and hesitantly, I asked him what it

was that was hidden in his,valises. I did not believe for a

moment, I saigd, thatpthbgé were furs or'boﬁseryes, the way
‘others did. So what/was it? I asked.' Were those princess's
garments entrusted to his care or perhaps some secrets of a
powerful king? Was he, Engel; an important person’in disguise?

He smiled slyly and his eyes narrowéd under his gold
rimméd glasseg. "So you want to know everything, eh? So
curiosity is ‘eating at your heart like a éreen worm?"

I lowered my eyes .innocently and started fingering the

button of his jacket. "I.just want to know, Uncle Engel.

Just in case you do not mind telling me. I'll keep it é.
secret, I promise.™:

" He observed me for a while, as 'if trying to decide what

to do next, then threw a quick glance,arouné:gnd bent his head

towards me. "Could you not guess till 'how?" he whispered, -

t
e

g
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"It's the complete pre~war.§roduction of Aladdin's lamps.
I am salvaging them from Hitler." |

I looked at him with disbelief, but he only smiied
slyly again, then went on reading in his little book, which

had minute letters, very thin pages and.a nice leather cover.

(5}
One day we arrived at a train station in a city, the’
name of which was Samarkand. The station was large and had

| 3

a few lines of tracks and some solid whitewashed buildings.
: [

. We were told to disembark for de-lcusing, showers and rest.
We crawled~out'of-the wagoﬂs, étretéhing our limbs, basking
in the luxury of fresh air. Our scanty belongings were to
go with us to the disinfection centre. lRumours spread ghat
typhoid and cholera were rampant in the area. Lice were the
chief transmitters of these diseases and we~a11 knew that we
were infested. Engel was the last to emerge, his thin frame
almost bent under the weight of the valises,

People were now .emerging from the other wagoﬁg‘and the -

. platform was soon noisy and crowded. Somebody coughed.into
the loudspeakers. The sound reverberated across the platform, .
silencing everybody. Then a voice announced. a list of <
people who wére to report to the sta£ion'$ commanding officer
immediately. - Robert Engel was one of thé first. He was
standing not far from us, and I noticed his desperate,
cdonfused expression. Others were already on their way,
running'towaras‘the large building in the centre of the

complex. He seemed to be weighing'something in his mind. He

[
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tried.to 1ift the valises, Epen‘approached\a man on his
left. The man shrugged his shoulders, as if reluctant to
take it upon himself, then agreed to keep an eye on them.

Engel joined the others, turning to look back every
few steps. He seemed despera:ely torn between the’need to
obey and the will to return. But like all of us he knew
that one did not disobey the authorities for any reason in

the world and, casting one last glance backwards, he entered

the building.

Shortly afterwards,'the'loudspeakers directeh us to the
egit; where trucks were standing ready to éransoort ué éo .
the disinféction éenpre. The man assigned to watch the va-
lises tried to 1ift them, but they were too heavy and he pro-

o

ceeded without them. The line of people divided, leaving ..

them behind.

We saw Enéel later that afternoon in the disinfection
centre. With swollen eyes, his hands moving wildly, he was
running from person to person. ‘

"Have you seen my valises?" he cried. "Have you seen
my‘valises?!" Nobody had seen them after leaving the sta-

. tion. .He returned to Fhe platform,thenmcame back, dishevel-
led, tearfulfbdesperate. He held his head between ﬂi; hands.

"They stole my valises!" he cried. "They stole my va~
lises!"

He rén back and forth; asking questioné, still hopeful,
then collapsed on the floor. He sat there crouched and

broken. People were passing by, nodding, moving on. Mr.
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Kugelman apbréached‘him and laid a hand on his shoulder.
» "Calm down, Mr. Engel, calm down. Myself and other '
:people lost famiiies and"homes and théy are not that de-
'~sperate. What.was it that you kept in those valises?"
8\ 'Robert‘Enge; liféed his fgce and, slowly, as if every -
syllable waslqausing him pain, -uttered, "My books, 5;1 my
books." The‘Pld man retre;ted smiling cynically. -

Someone started laughing loudly,!then someone else

joined in. Word passed around and after a while there . -

was a crowd of people standing laughing, unfeeling. , , “

Engel stared at them blankly, unseeing, unhearing, engulfed l f ‘ é

by despair.

" "My books," he repeated, "my research, my life's work, -

all gone." L
‘Nobody seemed -to understand. I too stared at him in
. . o
, astonishment and fear. But the internsity of his anguish

touched me in a strange way. I wanted to run to him, to
put my armé around him, to tell him .not to cry, thag

~ perhaps he would find his valises. But I’was too shy and

'//qI remained in the distance, just étaringlat him, like the

-others. ' . RS

The train continued on its way, but we decided to

.
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remain in that cify. It was a beautiful city and if was the ; P

anc}ent capital of the conqueror Tamerlane. B " , :
‘. Engel stayed téo, hoping to locaté his valises. He

posted.noiices everywhere, promisedﬂEewards and gratitude.

He found work as a water carrier and I met him often .

Y -
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on my ﬂay'to school. He had to balance two metal buckets

, * suspended from a loné wooden pole that .rested on his shoulders.

He carried the water from the public cistern, next to the
fr&in slation, and people jokinély said that he hoped to.
empty the cistern to find out if the valises were at its
bottom. - ' . SRR

"Not muqh of a differenqé," he reﬁarked to me once.
"I used to quench ngple’s thirst for knowledge, now I" quench
their thirst for water. ne;can't live without either."

1 was one of the few who would still Iisten to hié oft-
repeated story. The rownups had their own problems and

Engel's losa*seemed to them to be trivial and unimportant.

*+

‘I too poqld not unde(stand the depth Jf hls despair.

- People were,dylng in the streets, husbands and fathers were

going to war -- maybe never to return -- and he was still
mourning hig, books. - People said he was an "0ld nudnick"

-~'a‘bore -- and though I 1liked Engel, ‘deep within myself

I was startxng to agree with them.
* I

* ' But one day I sawy thlngs dlfferently. At the school for

refugee children,the ones who did best in thelr studies

were glven ghhpec1al privilege: ﬂhey could borrow a Polish .
book from the-prﬁgglpal's office and take it home for a fgw

d;§s. There were only five or six books in the principalzs
glass‘bése and he handed themlout with reverence and many

e : e
words of admonition. I received The Fairy Tales of Oscar

Wilde -- ‘a beautiful old book, illustrated with dreamy pic-
tures in tones of gold, light blue and purple. I read

o
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. while walking and eating, and also stealthily at .night,

.under the blanket or in the dim light of the kerosene lamp.

I.cried with the Happy Prince and the swallow, laughed at
the unfriendly miller; the mermaid and the selfish giant

followed me wherever I went. For a few days I lived in an

enchanted world. > : : w

‘One evening I went down to the square, where I played ’

with the neighbourhood children, to show the book to my
friend Samenchuk. ¢I lay the bookLon the step, next to where

we were sitting and I forgot it there. I remembered it

only after I returned home. I immediately ran back to the
square. But the book was not there. I spent a tormented,
sleepless night. In my nightmares I saw my parents stooping
above me uith:angry‘and disapéointgd faces. I saw the |
principal's finger, long and agcusing, pointing in the
@irection of thevempty space in tﬁéfglasé’case. I thought

with sorrow that I should never again be given the privilege

of taking home any of the other books he held there. I

knew the children were going to nickname me "the book loser" -

DAY

and that thg nickname would stay(with me forever.

But evgﬁ more painful was the realization that I would
never knéw what haﬁpened to the merméid, or to the charac-
ters in'the other, unread sfories. I had a feeling of being
left suspended in a void and I cried over their fates
and mine.

The next day, my eyes still red and swollen, I ran

after the water carrier. "Uncle Engel, stop, stop!" I

< bt 1l AN
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wanted to tell him about the book, to ask whether he knew

AN
the end, whether he had read -the other stories. 1 was gasp-

ing and puffing when I reached him. He paused and looked
at me,surprise&.
"What is it, my child?" His gold frames sparkled in

the sun.

"ﬁncle Engel, I... lost a book. Oscar Wilde. Do you
know the stories?"

I wanted to tell him-more, but something held me back.
Perhaps it was the memory 6f‘the scene in the ‘disinfection
centre, )

‘ He stooped above ﬁé. "You .did? Oscar Wilde,ﬁgou say?
v

No... I do nothknow his stories. Never read them. But

don't be sad." ' He patted my head softly. “You know:\ihgn
, th; war ends and you come back to Polﬁnd, the storé:\h{g\\
) going to be loaded with books. All you’ll have to do is

‘ . walk up to the lady at the.counter,fanq she will bring them
to you. There are going to be lib;aries too, with

miles and miles of books, oninany bright floors. 1In the.
corner, just next to the window, you'll.find Oscar Wilde®s

stories... with beautiful colourful pictures ... you'll see.”

" It sounded impossible, but nice. Then he said guietly,

i

sadly, "As for me, it's all lost.”

3

"No, it's not, Uncle Engel, it's not!"™ 1 cried,
"Remember Aladdin's lamp:"

Then I ran away, embarrassed by my auqtcity. When 1

looked back he was still standiggl}here, shading his eyes

N
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.with his hands, the dark surface of wate¥r in the buckets

)

sparkling and shimmering.
A ‘ 4 . 1
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The Haircut




Immediately after Claudia Ivanovna, the head teacher of

fhe Communist Workers' Kindergarten of Samarkand, entered
my name into the thick school book with the dark cover,
Mother and I headed towérds Brothers Skiller's Barbérshop.
When we arrived, a{tér the long trek through the narrow
alleys of fhe old City, I was stiil hurting from the rough
ltreatment Claudia Ivanovna had given my ﬁair, and her heavy
throaty voice still rang in my ears.

"A haircut!" she said. "A haircut ;ill be absolutely
necessary as a condition for iggission."

The heavy wooden door of Brothers Skiller's Barbershop
was locked from the inside. Mother knocked. I heard the
metallic sound of a latch being opened and we wefe let in.

»

The air in the shop was humid, mildewy and smelled of sweaty
bodies sprinkled with cologne. I knew this smell well. I
knew it from the train which had brought us here not so long
aéo. The fat woman who shared our platform in the cattle
wagon in which we travelled had a large bottle in her bag.

" The bottle was_ light green and had a picture of lilies
of the vglley on the label. The woman sweated a lot, even
when it was cold in the wagon.' From time to time she took
the bottle out of her b;g and very carefully pourea some
drops into the crevice between her breasts. Warm wafts
of -sweetish air reached us as she fanned herself with a
newspaper and my féther would turn his head .in discomfort.

"You smell like a flower in an outhouse, Mrs. Milstein, "

a burly man on the upper deck said to her once, and

-
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everybody laughed, but Mrs. Milstein blushed and was sad.

But here it smelled different. It was a sharp and cold
smell. It seemed to be coming out of tﬁe whitewashed walls,
out of the tattered towels that hung from a rusty nail and
from the stained coverg of the armchairs. It seemed to be
coming from the white uniforms of the two brothers, one of
whom addressed Mother in Russian. "A haircut for the 1ittle
one, Madame Solomonovna? But of course. Nothing could give
T us ﬁore pleasure. "

I looked up. The two of them were standipng above me
like two exclamation marks. Their big smiles revealed four
¥ows of huge yelléw teeth with dark 'gaps in between. .They
were almost exactly alike: of the same height, both had
round eyes that looked like pale green margles abou£ to
pop out and roll to the ground. Their hair was black, smooth
" and ‘shiny, divided in the middle and held down by a dark net
tied in a bow at the back.

I did not like the twd brothers Skiller, though it was
the first time I was seeing them face £o face.. I had seen
éhem before, standing behind their shop Qindow. I used to
pass by the shop frequently on my way to the large yard
at the end of the boulevard. There were children to play
with in that yard. In our yard there were only adults.

Whenever I passed by, they were there, stationed in the

window like two black and white mannequins. It was a strange

shop they had. There were no shelves there, no sacks of

flour or potatoes, and no customers. All I could see were

:
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‘the armchairs, the mirrors &nd three leather belts on fhe
wall. At first I waved at the brotherg Skiller, but they
never waved back. So 1 stopped waving, but they went on
ogling me with their big round eyes.

But that was not fhe main reason for my dislike. I

started disliking them when they told on me to Mother. 1

knew that telling on someone was the woré; thiqg onhe person
could do to another person. We had a name for people like
this out in the yard and it was not a nice name. I remem-
bered what I saw in the small 'Russian town where we stopped
on our way there. They were t&king a man out of a police ‘
station. He was handcuffed and blindfolded and was followed . 3
by two soldiers with guns. He was screaming, "I 4id not’
tell!‘I did~not tell!f A girl who was standing next to me 3
said: "He is going to be killed. He is a bad man. He told

something he should not have told!"

There was a large puddle right in front Bf\the brothers'

shop. It was not one of thosg deep puddles where the leg

sinks to mid calf,.nor one of the very shallow ones where

there is hardly any water. I liked tg'cross that puddie

very slowly, to see my shoes go deeper and deeper in the

water gill only the tops were visible. The water bubbled,
ripples formed on the surface. The stirred mud came ué like
smoke out of the bottle of the Thief of Bagdad, 'then\\fomed f
yellow leaves and flowers that dissolved and saqk whe? 1

stood still. The water felt tepid and tickled my.feét;

When I got out to the sidewalk my shoes felt soggy and\wero~\4r

-
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full of muddy water that came out through the lace holes in
small funny squirts. ‘I knew Mother was not going to be
“happy to see the shoes wet, so I put them under the bed

as soon as I came home. I managed to hide them from her
for a while.

But one day she came in and I could see the brewing
storm on her face. ﬁer lips were closed so tightly they
looked as if she never intended to open them again. She
then stooped and crouched next to my bed. In a rapid
motion she brought the shoes out. They were greenish with
miidew, creased like the face of an old lady whose tongue.
. is stipking out, their soles a gaping mouth, the laces limp
and tattered. The next thing I knew, the.shoés were flying
to the corner of tﬁe rooﬁ and Mother's hand was reaching
for my collar, lifting me off my seat and placing me on
her knees, my behind. gxposed and jutting out. She gtarteci
géating it mercilessly,all the whgie yelling as if it was
she who was being hit.and not me. She yelled something
about the jécket she Kidd s0ld to buy me the shoes, and
about God having sent yer a puﬂishment for uncgmmitt;d sins
in (the shape of me, and about how she-should have thought
twice before she Brought me into the world and instead had

not thought even once.

"Promise you will never do it again!" she yelled.

It hurt and I yelled, "I won't! I won't ever! I promise -

I won't!" But she did not believe me and she hit me again

and again.
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“Thank goodness for the brothers Skiller!" she shouted.

"If it were not for them, I would have remained ignorant

till the summer and you would have had no shéés, as if that

"~

mess could be still called shoesi®

“~

They were the ones who told her, they were the ones.

I undressed, hurting and shiverina, and crawled into’'my
( bed promising revenge. From then on, whenever I headed for

the yard I crossed to the other side of the boulevard. Once

-1 passed by thé”EhEéhﬁithfndiﬁéEAEHE I stuck my tongue at

them. But they only went on staring sheepishly at me. At

that time I did not yEt know that theirs was a barbershoq-
So I asked Mother. ,

"If they have nothing to sell,” I said,\"why do they .
Q{have a, shop? And why are there no customers in the store?" : 3
" Mother laughed and said it'was a barbershop, a place where’
people. came to have their hair cut. As for éustoﬁers, most 5
came after work, ih the evening, or before work, very ear;y
in the morning. |

It seemed strange to me one needed a shop with a large

window to do haircuts. The only haircutting I had seen

done was out in the fresh air, when we were waiting for a

' train‘at the station in Kiev. A line of soldiers formed in
.front of a unifgrmed small man with a moustache and a huge
mané,of black hair. He Qas sitting ﬁext to a small table
on top of which were large scissors, a bowl of soapy water
and a small instrument'with claws.. The soldiers sat on a

metal chair that was placed right.there on the platform

)




and the man shaved their heads clean. "Like a knee," my

.

-

mother said. After a while there was a heap of hair around
the chair, brown, blond and black. A ‘°gust of wind came ‘and
the hair started whirling around, getting into our eyes and
noses. ‘Mother.covered my face with a hankerchief; The
soldiers locked strange without their hair. They looked

much more vellow than before and their teeth showed

‘large wheﬁ they smiled. When they came back to their group

)

7 they were greeted with laughs.” The soldiers tapped each

.other's heads as if they were drums.

" But the kerchiefed women wﬂo sat leaning against the
gray stone columns of the. station, surrounded by bundles
and small children, did" not laugh at all. They said some
strange things and the wﬁrds they uttered had the bitter
taste of the soup they gave us at the refugees'_cen%er.g
They said the barber was fitting the soldiers for their
dance with death. I did not understand what they meant,
but their words had a shrill cutting sound..

"They. are lining up—for it, batvushka," they said.
"They are in a hurry. And who would be surprised? In this

"kind of world, is there a chance? Is théré a chance for us

At all?" The women looked at the sPldiers sadly and .
wi‘id the green snot from the children's faces with the
sleeves of their jackets. ’

But.the soldiers were not qad.' Théy~pranced about and
laughed as if they did not share the women's concern. The

boat—sﬁaped hats were too large for their bald heads.

i
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_They tried to twist the hats into shape, btt‘gave it up
after a while aﬂd just let them fall over their foreheads.
. Before they boarded thg.train an orchestra came and played
a soft melody and“they threw their hats up in the air.’
Some hats fell in the laps of the squatting women. The
women got up to their feet and put‘the hats on those big
bald heads. The soldiers, who were taller, stooped and
ki;sed the women and then disappeared in the clouds of smocke
that came from under the train. *

I myself had never had a haircut, at least not oné ™\
“that I could remember. My hair was blond and curly andlfell

to my shoulders. It seemed to attract more attention than

the rest of me. Mother was telling everybody how my old C

nanny used to take care of it and wash it with camomile.-
ﬁomen in Russia used to approach us ‘'in the'street and touch
my hair with the tips of their red wrinkled fingers. "Silk,"
they said. "Real silkf" On the army truck going to Kiev

a soldier ;sked Father to let him hold me for a while.

Father handed me to ﬁim and the soldier held me with the

\\_ hand that was not holding the gun. He carésse§ my hair

and balanced me on his knee tenderly.

"My little girl has hair like this too, though not so
curf&," he said. And then, looking out iﬁto the darknesé
he said, "Who, knows whether I shall ever 'see her again?"

He wore a helmet and I knew he did not have any hair

underneath. I also knew that I should never allow anyone.

to cut my hair. I saw a young woman once who had thick
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braids that reached the small of her back. She smiled
happily. I knew that those long braids had something to .do
with that smile, though she was also holding a large loaf.
of bread which she managedﬂto get after a long wait in line.

4 The lovely young women.in Samarkand "had dozens of thin
// braids failing to their shoulders. I wanted tb have braids
1ike theirs one day. '

But my hopes were cut short by Claudia Ivanovna and by
the fac; that F had to start going to kindergarten.” Mother
started working full time-after‘Father went into the army.
She left home in the mormning and returned after dusk. When
’she left she locked‘the door behind her. Our room was small,

) very dark and algost empty. .I stayed ghere alone till she
came back fron work; late in the gfternooﬁ. Sometimes I ran
after her, clinging to her skirt.

"Don't leave, Mother, I am afraid to stay alone."

But she would force my hand open. "I'll be an hour
only...;

"A short hour, or a long hour, Mother?"

"As éhort as I can make it."

It Qas usually a very long hour that stretched.without
énd. I walked back and forth in the small room like a cat
in a cage, then squatted in the corner. Sometimes I closed
my eyes and thought about how it was gbing to be when we
returned to Polgpd, to my old nanny.and to the small'house

with a garden, where we lived. I was certain it would come,
L] .

but it all seemed far far éway.
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One day Mother came home in a better mood than usual.
Sﬁe énn;unced there'wag a- kindergarten tha£ had just opehed ﬁé@%
and that we would ge going to ;egister the next morniné.

She said it was hard to get a ééferrai for 'someone who was

not a member of the—party,’but that Df. Golubeyev, direéto;

of the school where sgé worked,had graciously agreed to give

her a letter.

she boiled a big pot of water on the kerosene burner '
and took out'of the valise a small bar oal

flwpite soap, the
last one we had from Poland. It was &rapped in a scarf and

'~képt for special occasions only. She then placéd a metal
basin in-tﬂg mi@d;e of the raom. She scrubbed me first with
the rough brown soap that had some sand in it till I Qas s
red, then\finished me off with the sweet smelling one. She
washed my ‘hair in the same wéter, After she washed her hair
too, she put in her dress. Then she sat at the table and-
stafed‘at the door as if she expectedhsom; important visitor
to come in.
Q

On the next morning she scrubbed my face agaln, put on

her Sunday dress with white and purple tullps, tied her v

hair 1n a bun, checked my ears and warned me to behave.

I was happy too. Ikt was not often that I went Qnywhere
) with Mother. My outings were confined to visjts to .the -
neighboring yard. I was looking forward to a walk through
‘the farther streets of town, whlch were hummlng with
colourful people and where one could see varied geods

dlsplayed in the stalls: raisins in brown sacks and dried
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strips of melon and nuts, £figs and dates and dark red
pomegranates, which sparkled like rubies. The boulevard
where we lived was in the modern section of town.-'It seeried

quiet, sad and empty compared to the streets of the beautiful

-

old town where the‘Uzbecksllived. “

N l o

;,_ﬂﬁ___+;\ N gr first walked along the wide Gorky Avenue. The
acadid’ trees stob& bare and -gray, their branches hanging

limply like. thin long fingers. Drops of morning rain fell
. S .
lmost dry, the rain Wwater

like large tears. The earth was a
having™gathered in fast little streams on the side of the
road. . A woman came from the opposite direction, patted my

ah
head and smiled at us. ‘ : Tl "

- -,
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' "Sweet girl you have $&itizen."
. . e
"Sometimes sweet and sometimes not so sweet," Mother . ,
T ' fL n red > ' ‘ . 4 ' - i
FE , answered. . L] -
The woman gave her a curious glance and continued on |
. - ‘ . . ‘. S
, .her way. We turned into a narrow street at the cornef“df

' N ' 0

whichan ©1d Uzbeck woman. sold yellowish koot-mousse 'in”: .

-

. . @ .
) cones made of thin bark. My mouth &atered, but I'knew .

ey

K

‘*E\Mother Qou;dnh? buy me any. The/street was so0 narrow that
we had to stand glued against a wall whenever a cart or a
g4 .~ camel came from thg other direction. We rubbed shoulders.

< : * - ; -
with v&iled women in long capes and with pretty girls in

j o colourfu},dresées. ' Then the street opened into a' small
- market'sq re where turbaned old men displayed brass
'ﬂpitchers and loﬁg-necked séﬁévars, gracefully éurved and

fich;y carved with flowers and lgtters. Younger men
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turned pieces of meat on large skewers that rested gn
containers with coals. But those were things that only the ;
rich could afford. I knew the Thief from Bagdad would. have -

felt at home here and so would Aladdin with his lamp.

? Mothé; asked for directions and we turned into another
street, at the end of which stood a lérge wh%tewagﬁed

.+ building. There was a sentry in a small booth at the gate.

} He wore:a hat with wide flaps and his hands were buried

inside his sleeves ta keep warm. He glanced at the paper
Mother handed him and let us in. Shortly afterwards we
stood in fron£ of a dark door at the end of 'a long corridor.
"Claydia Ivanovna, Head Teacher, it's here," Mother
said. She knocked on the doér and we were let in by a tall
woman wifh square shoulders and breaété ﬁhat hung like
udders under a‘gray sweatei."She had a long nose, smooth
black hair cut short just beneath her ears and she wore ' ' R
< e heavy men's shoes over thigk woolen stbckings. She shqfk

" . . "
' . mother's hand energetically and motioned to me to come in

and sit on a chair across from hers. She motioned to Mother
N i

>
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to remain seated close to the entrance where a small bench ' -

was placed beneath a hanger with black umbrellas that

"looked like long birds hanging with their heads down.

Beside the umbrellas and Claudia Ivanovna's table, the room

was quife empty . fhe walls were bare except for a large
. ' ‘portfait of Stalin, almost life-size. ﬁe smiléd benignly”

under'his'heavy moustache and held his hand inside hig )
> ." jacket. Bis chgst was dechated with many medals .

' . R .4 .
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and multi-colored ribbons, and his pants were well ironed--
‘unlike those of most of the men I had seen.
Caludia Ivanovna kept looking for something in her

drawer. She then brought out a pen, an inkpot made of

aluminum and a large notebook that opened to a page covered

 with }etfers. She looked the page up and down, then glanced

at me abruptly. "So..." She paused to look at me again.
"So this is our new student." She leaned backwards in her

chair, as if she wanted to have a better look at me from

‘a distance. I blinked and pushed my chest forward.a little,

the way I had seen young pioyeers,of the Communist party
do on poste;s: ,

Mother\got up from her bench and'approached the table
in small steps, her lips in a thin smile. "Yes, Claudia
Ivanovna, please, it's very important ghat she gets accepﬁed.

A child her agé, you know... education is important, and of

" course the beautiful Russian language. When we leave, I

-want her to take this treasure from here... Pushkin, Gogol,

Lermontov..." She raised her eyes to the ceiling, as if

summoning the .help of the celebrated writers. "How important

L4

for a young mind..."
Claudia Ivanovna was of a more practical turn of mind.

"Did you bring the letters of recommendation and the

. documents?" she asked.

"But of course..." Mother opened her bag and shakily
extracted a bundle of papers.

Claudia Ivanovna looked through the papers carefully,
e ' - v
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passing her finger over her tongue whenever she turned a
page. She examined the round stamps on the documents, put

some papers up to the light, then compared my face to the

photograph in ‘a small booklet.
"Everything in order," she said to Mother and handed
‘her the'papers. ~ *
" Now she is going to question me, I thought fearfully.’
And that will be the end of me.

But instead Claudia Ivanovna motioned to me to approach

her. She moved her chair away from the table, spread her

legs and drew me befween)her thick thighs. Her éharp-eyes

scanned my face, then scrutinized my head. Without a word
N

she pushed me back, brought her knees together, and forced

a

»

my head into her lap. The coarse material of her skirt
irritated my cheeks. My nose was pressed between her thighs. .
It was dark in Claudia Ivanovna's lap and it smelled bad.

‘ I wanted to get out, I wanted to know what she was going

<

to do to me, but my head was pressed firmly down, I tried- :

wote bt gt e bR B et b bl P e

to hold onto the rungs of her chair, but she pulled my
hands away.

"Stay there!" she said in a stern voice. "And keep

APPSR VLAY SN S

your head where. it belongs or else!"

She brougﬁt her head closer to mine and I could smelh
B her breath. There was a bit of garlic in it and some vodka
and on the whole it was unpleasant.
"A stubborn one you've brouéht up, Madame éolomonovna!"
I heard her addressing Mother. '”émall, lue-eyed like an
'\
Ce \




-

: . o 74

angel, but stubborn like a baby goat. What‘ye'll do ﬁere,
in our schoovl, is snip the little horns and you'll bless
us for it.". s :

A murmur of assent came‘from Mother's corner. 1 was
frightehed. What was it she was saying? That I was growing
horns I{ke a goat? I reached to touch my head, but Claudia
Ivanovna's hand was there before mine. Next thing her
fipg B were running on toﬁ of my scalp like ants; She
was paﬂtfng my hair with her‘fingers. Then she took some-
thing out of her drawer. 'It'wasaa metal-comﬁ. I felt sharp
teeth going through my hair and scratching the sKin, while
Claudia Ivanovna's fingerg executed a wild dancg around.
them. - ’ ' =

Tﬁén she exclaimed victoriously "Just what I thought:”
.an& the wil&ndance stopped.

She must have found the horn. I heard mother's feet

~

clap-clapping on the floor. 1 heard something snapping

between Claudia Ivanovna's fingernaiis. "A-big and juicy
one!" she said with apparent relish.

My heart sank within me.é‘Motheg was hovering nearby,
“I coyld hear her rapid, tense breath. My nose struggled

.

in the crevice between Claudia Ivanovna's thighs. She

Lros
[T

kept searching for something on my head, but failing to
fiﬁiﬁenything new she spread her legs and let me out jnto
the fresh air. She raked my hair with her fingers and
turned me towards Mother.

Mother was standing in front of the table guiltily

o
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and dejectedly, hér small old handbag dangling limply from

her arm.

"Da, da,‘CIaudia Ivanovna," she stuttereq,m:Vy pravy.”
she said."You're ;ighf.‘ ”Bﬁt'it'é .. it's... only one,
a solitary ‘specimen." ‘

"One is enough to bring typhoid en the whole schooll”
the headteacher said sternly. |

)

Mother’ hung her head down and I stood between ‘the two

of them, not knowing what to do with myéelf.
"Yes, Claudia Ivanovna." Mothef said. v
"The only solution will be a haircut!"™ The heéd
teacher's fingers crisscrdﬁsed menacingly on the top of
my head. .
"Till tomorrow then, Claudia Ivanovna."
ryes, till tomorrow.” She fo}lowed us to'the door.
We went down the stairs. On the landing there was
another éortrait‘of Stalin hanging above a metal spittoon.
This t;gg he was holding in his arms a little pigtailed

girl with a bouguet of flowers and his face was oozing
- \

fatherly delight.
""Stalin here, Stalin there, Stalin watching everywhere."
_Mother hummed quietly and Smirked. But at that moment Stalin

was of ‘no great concern to me. My mind was occupied with

anxious thoughts that had litéle to do with the head of

. \ '
state. I stopped under the portrait and looked up at Mother.

"Was it big, Mother, tell me the truth?"

14

"Yes, fairly big."”

-
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"And dark too?"

"So-s0, kind of grayish."
‘ "Is it going to grow any bigger?"

“Is what‘going to grow any bigger®l

"The horn, mofher,‘the horn she found gq\my hgad."
.Mother looked at me with amazement. "I déhlt*&now what

<

"Oh, lice, like the people on the train had? The ones

.you are talking about. It was lice she found."

that were scratcﬂing themselves all the time?"

{ ‘
"Yes, the same."

3

<

. I was relieved and saddened at the same time. Lice were
bet?er than horns, but lice were not such good news either.
"So what are we going t6 do_about them? Can we chase
them away? Will you wash my hair irt kerosene, the way Mrs.
Milstein 4idz" -
' “No. That's not what Claudia Ivanovna demands.. Didn't
you hear? ghe wants you to have your hair cut. We arel
' going to see the brothers'Skil{er right away.
"will it hurt, Mother?" ' . -!L
"No, sillyﬂ” ’
"Will they take all my~hair.away?"
"No, they'll... she hesitated for a mlnute. "They'll
/just shorten your ha1r a little and that will be it." Sshe

turned her face away and we headed towards the gate.
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The walls of Brothers Skiller's shop weré}whitewashed
over an uneven rough surface that looked like a pockmarked
face. The three black leather belts were still there; from
the inside they looked lafger and darker. On a glass shelf
suspended by heavy strings there were small bottles filled '
with coloured liéuids, dark green, yellow aﬁﬁ mitky white.

'

The fiirrors on the wall were old, their

rners black and
their surfaces spotted with many blaék dot ‘ The armchairs
were upholstered in black leather, veined like a palm of a
dark hand, and had shiny metal knobs and levers. 1 could
see my face in one of'ghe knobs. It looked likg a round
curly ball with an enormous nose.

One of the brothers reached for my h;nd. I stepped
back and hid my hand behind my back. He grimaceq helplessly,
his eyes sh@moning Mother's inteévention. The lﬁmp on his
throat wobbled and his eyes Beemed even rounder.

"Climb on top of this chair:" Mother hissed. "The
good brothers do not have a ﬁhole day to waste on you."

I stepped on top of a small stool which one of the
brothers pushed towards me with his foot. A wogden board
rested on the arms of the chair. 1 sat on it stiffly and
looked into the large spotted mirror. I was perched high
aﬁd alone. In the foreground were the brothers Skiller
and my mother. They héd strange strained smiles on their
faces., The three belts were on the wall behiﬁd them.

A paper fly-trap was suspended from a bare electric bulb}

just behind my head, dead flies stretching their skinny

.
§

-

4.,4@%‘» S B e M e bR S it S AT SO M e 1 o AR (PR TT WL W




‘ legs from its yellowish sticky surface.
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The skinnier of the two brothers took a pair of shiny

scissors out of a small cabinet. He spat on the blade, then
sharpened it on one of the belts. He came nearer. His face
was close to mine and I could see the veins beneath his pale
skin, and the ends of dark hair on his, face. He ‘stooped
and turned the knob on the side of the chair. I observed
him turning the knob for a while. When he stopped and I
raised my head, I saw I was not faciné.the ﬁirror. Instead
I was facing Mother and the stouter brother, who were sitting
on a bench placed against the wall.

"Why did you turn me away?" I yelled. "Why can't I
look in the mirror?”

Brother Skiller paused, loocked at Mcther, then in a

kind tone said, "Don't be afraid, little girl. It is

-

easier for me to do your haircut this way. It's mainly i

because of this board that we must use because you are
so little. In olden timeé‘we used to\yave a handsome horse
for children. But it had a high content of brass and they
took hii't away, you see, to, use,for the army..."

I could not understadé why they needed a barber*s
horse in the army, but then they. took mf fhther too and
I could not understand why. But this explanation calmed
me_down a little.

The brother took out a big white piece of material

and tucked it under my chin. It felt cold and refreshing.

' He started whistling then. The melody was nice and sounded

*
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familiar. I smiled.
The seéond brother Skiller was‘fast to notice.
"That's a nicé girl. She smiled finally. .So now we
are going to be a nice little girl till we're finished.
Right?" The three of them were showing their teeth in big,
sweet smiles. The smiles of £he'two brothers had a yellowish
tint, and my mqther's‘was*gray-purplish, like the ‘tulips
on her dress. I wanted to aﬁswer, but I did not, for a£
that very-moment i saw a blond curl roll down the white bib
"and onto the earthen floor. Then came the next and then

rd

another and another. They were falling fast now. The hand
of brotﬁer Siillef, cold.and bony, was pressing on my
skull, bending i£ dowﬂ till my face was almost buried in'the
white clotﬁ. It was stfangely quiet around me. - I felt héir
in my eyes and,in‘my mouth. Small wisps seemed to be
floating in the air, then. to fall down like golden rain.
ihe blades of the scissors touched my skull. 1 felt cold
all of a sudden. It was cold around my head. The metal
.bﬂades seemed‘to be touching it more and more often.
T ’wanted to touch it too, but I was swathed in white ¢loth
and~my head was held tightly by the big fingers of brother
Skille;. &

| "Two more minutes, little girl, and we are finished,
just two more minutes." . B

He was whistiing some fast melody now, very fast and

the blades moved to the rhythm of his whistling-- click,

click, click -- and'I was colder and colder and more and




more tired.

Finally brother Skiller stopped and stepped back, a§
if to admire what he had done. I could lift my face now.
~Ivlooked at Mother. There was a Strange exéression on her
face.‘ She looked as if she too was frightened of something.
When she saw me staring at her she glanced away.

The stoyter brothersﬂfiiertook a roundeq knife out

« of a leather pouch and started moving it up and down one

of the belts in a slow, measured motion. I got frightened.

‘-1 What was thag for? What-did they need a‘knife for?
The skinnier brother took the knife into his hand.
He noticed my frightened eyes. "It's ﬁothing, little girl,
just a few stray hairs... It's nothing... " The blade was
shining in his hand.
N A minute later I felt it 901ng over my scalp, slowlv,
smoothly. What was it?! It was as if there was nothing

7
there! I wés alarmed. But they said it was going to be

just a little haircut.

There was a thin mist of cologne around me.

"Flnxshed flnlshed, little girl, it's all finished!"

_botple with a gree pump at the end of which dangled a

silky tasseld He sprayed the air"around me lavishly.
Tiny drops, fell on my face. I closed my eyes and felé my‘
ﬁ—ﬁyelids getting cool and moisE} 'I saw brother Skiller
y then untucking the rhite cloth and gathering' it by the

,‘p cornersf My curls were in it and he was taking them to

'l

brother Skiller cried victoriously. 1In his hand was a heavy -
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the garbage gen. He returned, stooped again and started

turning the knob. Soon I was géing to see myself all new’

and shiny. Perhaps it,wouid ldok nice. I followed his

' ‘movements curiously. Then I closed my eyes. When he

stopped turning the knob I heard him saying, "That's it,
you can lock now!" . i |

I first peeped\through my eyeigshes. I did not see
anyone I/could recognize in the mirreF. Then I opened
my eyes wide. The thing in the mirrok opened its eyes too.
I opened my mouth; it opened its mouth too. I closed it
back very' ast. I raised my hand. It went on mimicking
me. The th1 g in th mirror had a big rehnd head, dark on
top, nose, teeth and ears sticking oul like two handles.
It was pa}e and terrlbte. I moved back ards in' the chair,
then rubbed the hair out of my eyes. | could see clearly
now... It's impossible... It's net... ( -
I slid off the chair. I approached t e mirror. The truth

started daﬁning on me. Perhaps it was all a nightmare.

Perhaps I could rub it dff that mirrorx I scratched the

‘glass with my fingernails. It remained%cool and smooth.

The big rddnd head was staring'at‘me wykh wide open huge
eyes, two s moving wildly in frqnt of it. I stepped
away from the @1tror. ‘The heed’was staring at me -- ugly,
bald, with black patches, onegof which was oozing blood.

I crouched on the floor, trying to scoop up the few

remaining curls. I th them back on my head and patted

t

them flat,. hoping théy would stay there. But they sllpped\
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right back to the floor.
"Give me back my hair!#" I cried. "Give me back my ha}r,
liars!"” I attacked the black pants of one of the brothers
with my fists. | J
'"You said... You said...n" I sobbed. "You said it was
going to be’ only a small haircut!™" 4
They stood there as if pdralyzed by my outburst, thelé s
expre551ons cold and.dlsapproving» .I felt Mother's hand on
my shoulder. . . ' . T
. "IEt1l grow back, you'll see, it will gfog back soon."
I snatched my shoﬁlder from her grasp and stood facing them.
"I am/goiﬁg to a daﬁce withdgeéth!" I screamed. "i am
901ng to a dance with death llke_the soldiers!
‘ They seemed taken aback, f;;ghtened.
"But child..." : ' v
backed éway;from them and in a fast motion opened the
rdoor. I ran out i#to the gray street with its drippin Y
acacias and yelqujﬁepid puddles., I wénted to ruﬁ away . 1*
somewher;, to the train‘station, to Father, who was far
away, to my nanny who woufd wash my hair with soft camémile.
I heard lhem rﬁnning after me, screamingmgomethinq in Polish
_and in Russian, telling me to stop. té come ‘back, that
everyghing was going to be al?ight, thatimy~haif’wohld
§fbw‘5;ck even more beautiful. /But I kept running till

I reached the locked gate of our yazd. o ‘ N
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A week after Savo‘Djon'ﬁdfuneral, my mother announced
° - * . ‘
. , that we must pay a visit of condolence to the girl's step- : -

‘mother, Fatima. _But I did not want to go. I ground my

heelé into the c%rpet, reﬁgsed £9 talk to her and avoided

rlooking into her eyes. The memory was still fresh in myv :
mind, nightmarish ?nd painful: the gnm&ll coffin being
carried away from the 'square, and Ea;ima standing there, in
the midst of womenfdressed in blue mourning capes,'as if
none of it was her fault, crying énd wailing as if she
réélly cared. h

fhen, I haa not even been allowed to go down and join

the mourners. "We are not‘Uzbecks,“ Motﬁer said. "We were’ - *

not invited." Now she wanted me to go down and face Fatimd,.

stand there not knowing what I should say or do, and listen .

-~

to my mother saying things she did not mean.

"I'm not going!" I announced.

But my mother was adamant. "It's the custom, she said.
"We must go and console the bé&eavea. Fatima is our landlady.
-She was kind tofhs. We owe her that much." |
I stepped out with her into the open veranda that :
connected our hbui? to tha; of.Fatima. I had more than one . ‘
reason tb'be.unhappy with Mother. That morning‘I heard her
talking .with our neighboqfd Masha Kronenberg,ilike us, a
refugee from Poland. They agreed that after what had -
happened we could nét’possibly go on‘living there. I had
lost my friend; now I was goiﬁg to lose my beautiful
bright room with Ehe arched Qindqﬁ looking towards the
"city and the little sunlit squage;

. -
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I looked down. The sun was setting and the square was
"~ carpeted with long shadows. Hundreds of birds chirped

ldhaly, settling down for the night in the mulberry trees. .
. The street beneath wés, as always, teeming with people:
her?smen driving their cattle, old turbanned men on donkeys,

» women in capes and veils gossiping noisily and street

vendors shouting out praisés of their goads. My friend
.Samenchuk was theré, playing on the steps of the wooden ' . ! %
mosgque. In the distance the beaut;fulgaaﬁe of Tamerlane's'

- tomb sparkled and shone, its turqtioise tiles reflecting

a myriad little suns. Mother toagk my hand. "Let's go now!"

~7 : A minute later we were standiﬁg ip front of the, carved
wooden door that opened into Fatima's inner yard//<§;ther N

pulled on a wire loop and a bell clanged. I still hoped
that I could run away or convince Mother to go in without

me. Scenes from that terrible night held on to me. It

seemed that they were going to stay with me forever: Savo
Djon's screams, and me lying shivering next to Mother in

Fhe dark, dogs Sarking, then the tumult downstairs, police
‘ questioniné‘Fatima, her pale face iilﬁmin;ted by the

( flickering light from an old lantern, then her voice

| éaying, "She is dead, Commandant, dead." I wished it were
§ " a dream. But it was not. I tried to wriggle my arm outm

- of Mother's grasp, but she held me tightly by my wriSt,.

as if she knew where my thoughts were going. She raised

T

her other hand to ring agéin, but at that moment the door

opened and a woman in a blue mourning cape let us in.
S .




The inner yard of Fatima's house was sufifysed with the

o4

Warmyglow of the setting sun and smelled of herbs and roses. o P4
She sat in the middle of a raised wooden platform on a low

stool. Her shoulders were hunched and her face hidden in a

mass of falling gray hair. We stopped in the entrance and

stood ' there for a while quietly. When Fatima raised her
head, I gasped. She looked so many years older than a week

ago. Her face was pale and wrinkled and her eyes were

&

swollen.
"Fatima!" Mother cried, stepping nearer. "Faj:ima, .;

{

1 am so sorry. It took us some timg to come, 1 know, but
here we are...” ‘
She tried to pull me with her, but I preférred to
remain wheré J- was. T
~ Bu£ there v;as a .tihg a few years”back, when I %reeted

Fatima with friendliness and smiled at her. It was after

.- Mother and I first arrived in Samarkand aftgr\ months on
~ crowded refugee trains,and saw Fatima waiting in thé':'f" w
entrance to the house t0 greet us. She was one of the few

% Uzbecks whé had agr:eed to i{ent rooms to refuge'es. We had
[ . received her name and add\r«%s scribbled on a piece of }
! paper, at the train station. =

It waé winter. We were cold aﬁd frightened and did
not know wha;: was a{waiting us at the end of the trek
through yellow puddles on dark Iwindy alleys. When'@.he : T
brought us up to the loﬁg dark roq ang left us there,’ ' .

i
] )
; e ‘ I thotﬁht we would spend the night huddled together on the
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mattregs in the corner. But she réappeared after a while.
’She carried a bqsket of coal in one hand; 4 tea pot in the
other, aﬁﬁ on her head she balanced a brass tray. It was .
loaded with fragrant pittas, raisins and nutsag We had " >
been living on dry bread and thin soupF for months. This
looked like a miracle. She lit a fire in a small square
. pit in the middle of the room. . | i
"Eat, drink, please!” She spoke Russian.
"Thank you." Mother puiled me to the fire and, her:
hand shivering, poured the tea into the small round cups.
"Handsome woman," she said to me in PoIish. "God

) LN
bless her!" ’

Wi
I did not think her wrinkled brown face was handsome,
"but I liked the smile in her dark, slightly slanted eyes
and the huge silver amulet that hung from her neck on a

* heavy chain. I was also intrigued with the silver earrings

made of small coins that dangled from her ears, and the _

embroiderédlﬁat on top of her heaa, two thick braids

coiled around it. With her face reddish in the glow

coming from the coals in Fhe\pit,she looked to me as if she
has emerged from a fairfﬁégle -- a gypsy or a mysterious

queen.

She still looked like a mysterious gueen to me a

S

.few days later, when she took me to her house to show me

how she baked her pittas. I watched her mix the dough, -

o A TR e Y

A

form it into flat pancakes, then squat in front of the

fire like an ancient priestess. She threw the pancakes

/S
-
y

/
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- on the smoke-blackened wall of the ovén and then sat and °

L

N . Y?ited‘ With my legs drawn up.beneath'me b stared:ﬁt'her,
aglthe fire, at the pancakes rising, then }alling off the
wall. She grabbed them and brushed the tops with a yelléw
mixture made of yolks. She made small pittas for me from . S 4
the remnantg she scraped off the walls pf the container
and engraved my name in the dough with her iong, dark
fingernaii. ‘ oot '
o ! Shé had.also once showed me her silver amulét: It had .

hinges and a minute door that opened to reveal a éiny

qéroll densely covered with letters. She said it guarded
. - . her'fromfgad luck and diseases and'also from the evil
eye. It was supposed to ensure her‘a‘loné life, prosperity e
and happiness in marriage.’ ,

A few’weeks later I met her daughters} Savo Djon' g -

and Alua. _ ‘ - , .

‘The-first—thought that occurred to me when 1 saw the

¢ two was how very little they resembled each other. Savo
‘ Djoﬁ was skinny and dark, her éace long and nut-brown.
’Her almond—shapgg eyes, setideeply in-pbeir sockets,

+ stared at the world sadly and thoughtfully. Alua, the
youngéi, was chubby and liéht—skinnﬁd and her cheeks were
red. ‘ﬁer hair was black and éhiny, like a well polished
turtle—shellhand she tied to the ends of her braids small o ;

. bells that tinkled as she walked.

When we were all older, when I was ten, Savo Djon

‘fifteen, and Alua fourteen, I heard women in the streetA

/




“ say:thdt there were young%nen after Alua from the timé she
.‘ was twelvé; "She is 11ke a red apple,” they said, “"pink

(;utslde,'lnSLde sweet apd white. No wonder ‘the young men
qut to take a bltee*‘/But it looked as if no young men

‘ w&nted té take a bite/off Savo Djon, they said, unless ‘ L
they liked dry almo?és, and there were not many such men\
around. And s&hey yaughed at their own smartness. But I
felt offended, fof I liked Savo DJon: She had taught‘me

- my first words 1# Russian and 1n Uzbeck\Fnd played 'with ‘

Q

‘”ﬁe often, thou;ﬁ I was, younger than she.\ ‘ 4
Savo Djon/ told me many iﬁgends of Samarkand The

one I llked pest was about the beautiful prlncess who
brought froﬁ/her native land a small gray worm as a

. ‘ / ‘ X
betrothal present. Though the worm lay in a golden box

'studdéd ith precious stones, the people of Samarkand

were off;ndea, for they considered it an insult. Many .

/ y -

merchants in the old bazaars wore their beards dishevelled,

to demonstrate their sadness and confusion. But they

2

comped their beards very soon after, for the princesé

pyéced the worm on a mulberry leaf and the worm spunf£he.’« °

fést beautiful white cocooﬂ. She then taugﬁf them how

to make tge finest silk ‘in the world) and the merchants.
/% had many reasons to rejoice, for the world came to their

bazaars on camels, horses and donkeys and“the;\ggéhme

wealthy and famoﬁSu The women of Samarkand were the best ;

dressed in thé world, for even the poorest wore silks.

But Savo Djon's dress was not made of silk. It .was




made of dark cotﬁon,‘igs éieeve; wére too long and’ they [”/ . lﬁ
part}aé&y‘covered her hands. ‘Jt“Was‘Alua'who had the silk
dresses and vélvet vests to go with them; When I asked
her, she said she did not like silk dresses. It'was hard . .
for‘me to believe. She also said that Alua was going out
horﬁaand neéded them, while she preferred to staQAhome; i
This was true. I never saw Savo Djon go witﬁ?hlu;
and Fatima when the two went visiting or into town. They .
were a sight to behold’ then, for their dresses were 1ong‘
and colourful ‘and their vests were embroidered with
sequins. They yore,square tibeteyka hats artfully
emﬁroidered with roses and leaves and’had dainty slippers
on their feet. Unlike other older women Fatima never wore
a Eape or a veil, and many years bf balancing various
Fhings on her head made her carriage erect and proud.
Savo Djon said she did not mind at all, that she liked B
beipg alone, and yqt‘I thought that once I noticed some )
sadness iﬂ her eyes when she said goodbye to them at the
door; .

In my second or third year in Samarkand Savo Djon

revealed to me that Fatima was not her real mother. I

was taken abéck. She was the first person I knew who had ’
a stepmother. All my knowledge-about stepmothers came
from the few fairy tales I knew -- "Cinderella," "Snow
White" and "Hansel and Gretel." I looked at Savo Djon

with pity.
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"Don't yoﬁ miss your real mother?" I asked.

"I néQer knewﬁmy real Mothar," she said placidly, " so
why should I miss her?" |

"But what about Fatima?" I asked.” "Is she the same
to both of you?" .

| There was a slight tremor to her voice.when she said:
"Fatima is a good mother to me."

Bﬁf I knew she lied and I started regardipg Fatima the
way one regards a strangeéand ferocious animal in the zoo.

I thought about the differences between Alua and Sayo Djon,
.I thought about the.dresses. I remembered Savo Djon's sad
eyes whea the two were leaving her alone at home and I knew’
she was trying to conceal things from me. §oon I was to
notice even more.

Inp my third year in Samarkand I started going to a
school for refugees’féhildren, where.I had Polish and Jewish
friends. Repeating what.tpey heard from their parents
they said the Uzbecks"we?é;decivilizedh and "backward" and
that we all lived in "wild Asia." When;I asked my mother
for the meaning of the words, she hesitated before answering.
Then she said that it meant that people here had different
cusébws and understqod things differently from us. 1I-was
not satisfied with Mother's answer, for it did notrexpiain
the.malicious expression that appeared on my friends'

k

faces when they said these words. I quesfioned~Mother

s

about it, but she Wwould not respond.

‘In spite of what my‘school friends saideeI liked Savo

r

Lo
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when, in.the summer, my other friends scattered away to

. . .
Dijon a%d I liked Samenchuk. I continued playing with them

«

other parts of the city where they livéd.
. - >

In the beginning of the fourth summer, wQ?n I was nine
yvears old, I‘noticed that I gréw up almost as .tall as Savo
Djon'ﬁhough she was fourteen. But then everyone said I was
tall for my age; I also noticed that her skin became
yellowish and all of a sudden she looked as if she had
shrivelled.. She told me she was sick with malaria in the

winter. That was the year when Savo Djon quit school and

started selling plttas in the square. I was surprised to

‘'see her there, bd? she sa1d she ghd to, that Fatima needed

help and money{ And yet I knew well that Fatima was no
poorer than her neighbours, that the women in the street
treated her with deference not only on account of her age,
and that Alua went to school. Savo Djon said Alua was the
smarter one. I knew this too was untrue. Alua could not

tell stories. Alua could not speak Russian. Savo~Djon

1

.cohld.

I often watched her out in the.square, where the pitta

e
"sellers competed for the street trade with vendors of

grapes, figs and pumpkin seeds. They formed a group of

their own beneath the largest mulberry tree and converged

noisily on passersby, many of wﬁom came on fgmels, donkeys

o

and makeshift carts. But Savo Sjon never mingled with the

others. She stood apart from them and waited till a

¢
P
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customer approached her. &

-2 - v

It was also the summer when I first saw Savo Djon's
room. I went to get some pittas from Fatima's bapkery, in
the rear of the house. The door to Savo Djon's room stood

ajar. I peeked in. The room was'émall and dark and

contained only a narrow bed and a wooden shelf on top
of which was a kerosene burner and t&o bowls. It 1
+ ) as if Savo Djon did her cooking there, fog a strong smell
‘of food and spices came out of the room. When I mentiongé .
' . it to her, she was startled.
" "How do you know I don't eat with the others?" she
! -

asked. I told-her I saw the kerosene burner and the bowls.

-~ 1 eat different food than they.., that's all," she

retorted. But I saw she wa}%ﬁnq}sy about it and I knew -

that Fatima was to blame ‘for it all.

One windy. evening, Savo Djon's tibeteyka was blown
away. During the short space'of time when her head was

uncovered I had noticed something very strange. Savo

. ' Djon had gray ﬁain\ Patches of gray hair covered her
scalp. She .put thé‘tibetexka on and ran away as if she !
were frightened. I knew that gray hair came from age or -~ ¢

from worry, and Savo Djon was not old.

Then, one day she fainted and lay flat on the
pavement. The pitta vendors scattered. Alua spg}nkled .
Savo Djon's face with cold water from Suleiman's jug and
she recovered. I was in the entrance to the house in :

-the evening, when 01ld Suleiman came to ask for his

%
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payment He brought the water from the sprlngq up in the
hllls and sold it by the glass. Fatima became angry when

he de#anded payment for four glasses. She quarreled with
him n01s\1y and called him a thief. He called her old '
witch. #hey settled for two plttas and Sulelman went away,
cursing. I overheard the women in the street say that

Savo Djon did not eat enoagh; they also said Fatima used

to behave towards her differently when Savo Djon's father
wa3\around, before he went to the front, likelmy father.

It was thep that I made up my mind to help savo Djon.

I thought I could write to her father. But where was he?
Did he speak Russian? Then 1 .decided to read to her the
stoig of Cinderella. Perhaps.she would understand. 7
Perhaps she.would write and complain ‘to her father. 1I had
an old Polish book with colourful pictures and I brought
it down to the square. She regarded the pictures with
interest, then handed the book to me.

"Read, little one," she said gently.

I-read slowly and distinctly, to maka sure she
understood. From time to time I lifted my eyes¥to examine
her reactions, but she jast stared at me out of her dark
sad eyes. ﬁhe sadna;s was still there when Cinaerella
put on the slipper and tarngd into a princess. .

"Why are you sad, Savo Djon°" I asked. "The story

ended well for Cinderella."
n

Savo Djon pondered my question for a while, then saigd,

"I am sad for the stepmother and the stepsisters.#

) ?

o
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"What?!" I almost screamed. "Perhaps T should read
it again?! Perhaps you did n@t understand?z!"
"I understood well, little one. You read well and

clearly."”

2 L

I was;prodd but not happy. I felt I was shrinking '
a little under Savo Sjon's gaze.  "How can you,Savo Djon?
They were bad and ugly and cruel to Clnderella'"

"This is why I am sorry for them, little one..,Their
hearts were full of hate and envy. Cinderella wo;%ed hard,
but she was kind and healthy. ‘' And she married a princé.
So why should I feel sorry for her?"

I knew I was failing.somewhere. I did not know what
to answer. The ground Qas sfﬁpping beneath my soles.

I made a last, desperate effort.

"That means that you are’ also sorry for your sfepmothef
and‘stepsiéter. They treat you like a servant. You are
like Cinderella, Savo Djon! They wear nice dresses!
They send you out to sell pittas in the street! You live

in a dark room' You don't even'eat with them!" o

She did not answer. She just looked at me thoughtfully °
for a long time and I thought that I noticed tears in

Kl

her eyes. She then said, "It's getting late, little one.
. 'J
Q . q

I must go home."
I remained all by myself on the steps of the mosque.
The neighs of camels sett)ing fé} the night in some remote: %
. .
caravan-serai came from a distance; a woman sand . } ) | %

lullabyes to her baby on a balcony across the street.

S
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I put the book under my arm and\yalked upstairs to ‘

o A
our room, which was d1m and cool like a mystery., I sat by

the window. The clouds were now crimson. The nippled
e . 1

minarets and towers of Registan glistened in the distance.

&

I opened the bodk and looked again at the picture of the

stepsisters w¥nd the ézépmother, trying to gather sympathy
< Ay ! A
for them. ,But I could not. This is what they meant by the

word "backward," I thought. ‘They just cénnot understand
.the simplest thing. Then I threw the book into the .
corner, the way one throws anaitem that hés outlived its "
‘usefulness. Summer. ended soon after and I went baok to

my winter friends from school.
.

The following summer -- mﬁffifth summer in Samarkand,

a . ‘ t
Savo Djon and I grew closer. That was perhaps- because I
needed a friend more than ever. As Father's absence

- ) ’ lengthened, Mother bocame more nervous and had' less and .
‘ l:és patience with me . She slapped me frequently‘and speht <
c‘moré timo aﬁay from homeé. «So IJspent longer peritds of time
out in the square playing with Samenchuk,~who was a liar,‘
but fun to be thh, watching Savo Djon sell heé pittas

-

andﬂtalklng to her on the steps of the wooden mosque.'
It wi; hice to be spending those long free hours on the
\
éﬂ square. I liked the smells of spicy foods that wafted

from‘iﬁe .stalls, the colours and ,the sounds that surrounded

t L ﬂ us.‘IWhen Mother's volce summoned me,ﬁﬁ dragged my feet
' b . . ' -

. " unwillingly up the stairs, then waited impatiently for -~ —-

+ .the next day. =~ - ' ' ”Vﬁ"”ﬁw ‘ -
\ Y ) ,
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That fifth summer was unbearably hot. By the time the

: last day# of August came,. everyonevwisﬁed an end to it. The

cotton.fields were iq bloom earlier than usual. The tufts

0
’

that floated in the air irritated children's eyes and they
walked around looking as if they were crying. The last of

the mulberries were ripening on the trees, sweet and mushy,

)

perfect food -for 'thé thousands of silkworms that spun white

cocoons on theif leaves. The women in the street talked

o

about heavy winter coming and about some strange disease of
the silkworm that was spreading, that might affect the

cocoons and cause: the butterflies to emerge deformed and
die. Otherwise,things were the same.

t

On one of those days I came down to the square wearing

new white shorts with a red butterfly sewn below my belly.
| . , .
Mpther cut it out of an old pillow and stitched it on

clumsily. éamenphuk gave a long whistle at the sight of
- SRR ' R '
me.

We yere going to harvest the last of the mulberries

and Samenchuk was ready with his white sheet,which he

spread under the tree. Savo’Dion was already there with

"her pittas and she smiled at me. She squatted in the

shadow of the tree taking her midday rest. The pitta

’vepdors in their cplohfful dresses and hats looked like

0 . ! -
a bunch of flowers laid on the yellow ground. Summer
)

insects déﬁced‘in the air and'a group of butterflies .
whirled towards the women. Samenchuk flimbed up the tree.

He shook the branches and it started ragging mulberries.

Y
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The wopen\éicked them from between the folds of their”
dresses, laughing merrily and jokingly scolding the boy.

He came down, tied the corners of the sheet tobether and

'carried the load to the other side of the street, vhere

\

éhere was a wooden awning above § sgbre entrance,
We divided the loot between-us, then squatted under the
awning. The ripe mulberries melted as we ate them, their
sweet nectar spilling from the corners of our ﬁéuths.
Then we sat there sileﬁt and tired, watching the pitta
Qendors and chasing‘some lethargic flies from our legs.
Around noon time the street became very empty ahd -
quiet. People must have goné to find shelter from the

heat in the cool interiors of their homes. Only .the

vendors remained, biut even they were not as noisy as

~always. 01d Suleiman sat in a shady corner and drank the

4

spring water from his jug, a very unusual thing for him
to do. .

I noticed the woman in the dark cape right awaj.
At first she looked like a léng'dark shadow. She came

from the alley that 'led to the cemetery and approached

the group of women in slow limping steps. They did not

"converge upon her the way they always did. They just

[
sat there and stared.

Savo Djon was\cloaest to the alley and the woman
addressed her first. . The'girl rose to her feet; it was

customary for a younger woman not to remain seated in the

presence of an older one. The woman asKed her to uncover

P O - T S

o

i
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~\thp pitias, then pinched thém one by one. She told Savo

s

Djon to bring up the,pottoﬁ bne. She then 1ifted her veil.
, . .

e ae Rk em s o o

Her face was‘wrinkled and her eyes were very small. She
unbuttoned her dress én@ brought out a dirty leather pouch.
Shg tooﬁ some coins oﬁt and counted them into Savo qun's
hané one hy one. "When she stopped I saw Savo Djon shaking

her head. She was protesting something. The woman seemed .

angry. Suddenly her small eyesrested on Savo.Djon's hand.

She then lifted her head and examined the girl's face. ‘ %

Shrieking shrilly she took a step backwards. Savo Djon's.

eyes widened in fright, SQS retreated, the pittas falling
to the. ground and rolling away in the dust. The pitta ;
‘vendgrs yelled, rising to their feet. In a minute they ’ g
were gone. SavoxDjoh too disappeared into the entrance ) ;
of ‘the house. . ) \ R . - }
e - It all happened very fast. Only Samenchuk, I and the
old woman remained in the sunlit square. She stood there
a while longer, then looking stealthily around gatkered
into her cape'the pittas that rolled from Savo Djon's
hands. She shouteé sowething\in U;Eéck and waved a clasped
fist in the direction of the houée, then écurried back . to

where she had come from. Only then did I ask Samenchuk

- . for the meaning of it all. But he seemed angry and

PTC PR N e S I eI VU

res;less, then hurried away too. I remgined all alone.

" I ranhome, hoping to £ind out what had happened. “ But all’

was very dguiet there too. Mother was away, at work. ~

v
-

S The carved door to the inner yard stared mutely at me.

v
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I climbed up on the veraﬁda and’ pushed the wooden shutters
that opened out into.Fatima's gardeﬁ.. The garden was

empty, Only some birds chirped faintly in the pomegranate

e kg Siadhes O R

trees and the open entrances to the house gaped at me
dark and mysterious. I went to our room then, closed the"
shutters and curled up on top of my mattress. Overcome

by heat, I fell asleep.

I awoke to the sound of screams. It was dark outside.

Mother let me sleep through supper. -1 was hungry.

ade) e

. At first I thought ‘I.was waking- from a nightmare. It's
~ .

Savo Djon. I sat on my bed and listened. The screams o

.? were coming from th#t direction. She has lost the pittas

and Fatima was punishing her. ' I hated Fatima! I slid

B LT

off the mattress and went to the other side of the room,

’wherehmy mother was lyiﬁg immobile on a low bed. In the

light of the moon I could see that her eyes were wide’

\ .
open. ’ :

i
, : t

"Mother, what is it?" 1 whispered. "Has it been , . ‘ I
. ]

« going on for a long time?" .

‘"No, no, célm down."
G She made me lie next to her and covéred y ears with
.ghér hands. But I could hear.

"It's Savo Djon, Mother. I know. She Jost her pittas ;
today. Did you know Fatima was ﬁqt her réal other? Yes, , '%,
shé is her stg&gother and she will kill her/.. Call‘police, ;

Mother. I'm afraid."” ) ‘ 3 ‘ v

afly B
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e strangers here. We do not know their customs." ’

Mother was afraid too.” I could hear the shots of the //

falling whip. I wanted to scream too, but could not. It //

went‘on like this for a terrible while. Then the screams - /

‘ceased as if cut by a knife. Terf7b1e silence followed. 7/
Then there were loud knocks on the’ front gate. Mother and /(
-1 rugﬁed.out and we saw a disheyelled Fétima r?nnihg towaréé
the gate with a lantern. Two policemen came in. Tﬁey ,/

;

demanded to be admitted to the inner yard.° And then hgf )

P i T

awful wordé% " "She is'dead, Comrade Commandant, thers/is

[]

R

nothing to search for. She is dead.” : /

~
o Loome B e o Peg

I stood leaning against the whitewashe@/wéll of the

/

, . , v-
yard. The woman in the blue cape brought ;in a tray with

grapes and'yellow figs which were artfu}iy arranged on-top -2
of fresh green leaves. She thén put gémeycoals in the
caQity of the small samovar. She laié it- out on top of ‘ §
a low table with nacréaous inlay énd brought it to where
Mother and Fatima were'éeated. Mother mqtioned to me to

cdme nearer. Fatima lpbked at me, smiled and hapded me

a cup of tea. 1If she only.knew what thoughts I harbored

"

) .~ 'in my heart. We drank in silence. Fa;ima fingered'thg

j ‘ ' silver amulet on her chest, all the while looking\to the

-

ground. When we had finished drinking she lifted her *

head and cast a hazy glanbe arqund her.

#

"It's a heavy loss for she said.

°
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, Mother nodded and I looked at Fatima hatefully. .
« "I loved her like my own daughter, " she said. * :
Mother bowed her head low and I had a sudden urge to 3

run abay and never iet my eyes on Fatima again. She must

have noticed our silence and reticence, for she sat staring
E . sadly aheadfqgak\fi:gers clasped around the amulet. ' Then, ?
b stuttering slightly, as if trying to overcome a strong '

hesitation she began;talking again. ‘ , o

”Médame Solomonovna," she said turning her eyes upon a i
: Mother, "when I married her father, Savo Djon was only a
tiny baby. . Alua was born very soon after, so I could still

nurse Savo Djon for a while. So you see," she said with

B N L Vr

a tiny smfle, as if the memory was a p;easani one for her,
"sometimes they both sucked at the same time, each at one
breast."

Motﬁer jusé sat there silently, her hands clasped in

R

her fap, the fringes of her black shawl' touching the — &

.4 Agrpuhdv. She turned towards me as if she looked 'in my face
for answers, but I had none. What Fatima was saying made
éverything for me so much less comprehensible. Fatimal\

., must have understood, for she said, half sadly, half

N T i S et AT Al

A : %
-angrily: "You must have harsh, thoughts about me, Madame

o ~ Solomonovna,"

‘)b B Mother 'started pulling nervously on the corners of

i
{
y
1
%

‘the shawl. "Well," she said finally, "you know... we

) ~ . heard Savo Djon's screams that night, then we saw the

police... and also people talk..."
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"Yes, yes, I understand."” Fatima nodded sadly. :

- I looked at her and all of a quﬁé@% she was only a sad
0ld woman, so different from a mysterious gqueen in a tale. !
As if sensing the change in me she took my hand and pulled
tmé towards her. She hgld my head in hér lap and 1 hid my
face in the folds\of her robe. ;She smelled of Baléaﬁ and ‘ 5
of soft warm sili. When’shg é@érted talking égifn i got

¢

“up. She told Mother then how lucky gpe was to héve'éuch\,

e riredh

S

- a smart and healthy girl. Mother answered that she was
indeed. Fatima then said that she too was lucky in having

at least one healthy girl.

g

"We did not know Savo Djon was sick,"” Mother said
aft&L a pause. "She never missed a day out in the squarel“
Fatima lifted her head. Quie;ly, as if afraid to be | v
overheard she said, "Madame Sol;ﬁlnovna, do’ you know
what leptrosy is?" | q&f - ‘

Mother nodded. . . Co

"Savo 6ﬁ9n was a leper." -

"What?'!" Mother's eyes widened and she just sat there
rigid like a sculpture. "Little Sévo Djonds. a... leper?”

We talked about it at school once, The teacher said ¢
there were some sicknesses here, in the Orient, that were |
extinct where we came from. She mentioned cpﬁlera and

i leproéy and said cholera was not the worst, for one died

fast. About leprosy she said some things that were too -

\

,frightening to think about.

"I knew about it for five years," Fat%mp went on.

4
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"I have prayed to Allah for enlightenment. I also visited

a few of o{.lr old healers and wise men. They told me it ) |
was not as éontagious as’ people believed if one kept clean
and took in Gertain spices and herbs. But the Russian
authorities think different‘:ly. So I decided to hide her.

You know, Madame ]:omonovna what would have been the

alternative?!"

T L SN S s Pt P

I watched Mother. She knew.

«

"Yes," she 8 id with an expression of horror on her

~face "Yes, I know... a leper colonv.”
, "A leper colony in the desexrt!" cried Fatima. "Where
they live like animals, worse than animals, their limbs B

falling one by one, their faces a rotting wound, till they

die, their bones scattered on the rocks. Could you do it !

PRp—.

» to your child,” Madame Solomonovna?! Could you?2!"

A shiver ran through Mother as she looked at me. Her
lips curved down unhappily and there were tears in her eyes. §
I;sf,arted ctying. The woman in the blue cape brought white
qupth and rose water to wash our faces. Fatima dropped her )
R handp into her lap in a gest;ure of helplessness and

R
> 4&;’. < ~

_ fatigue. ‘ h )
"/ "por five long years I managed to keep it a secret.
Believé me, Madame Solomonovna, it was not easy. We
lived i‘n constant fear. I had to engége‘ her in the.

selling of pitta_é, to keep her out' of sch,oolland protect -

her from being forced to work in cotton fields. Otherwiée

1

there was no need for her to work."
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;I gquatted on the edge of the wooden platform. So - . 4

it was all different from what I thought. Fatima motioned

to the woman in blue and she refilled our cups.
L

"Satan himself," ‘Fatima cried clasping her amulet,
"Sagan in person must have sent £he accursed woman to our
street that day. She ;ged to work with lepers. She saw
what others did not. She threatened to notify the

1

authqfities. May she hang by her tongue! There are
) /
severe penalties imposed for hiding a leper.™

My mother raised r eyebrows questioningly.'

. o -y
"There were not many choices left, Madame Solomonovna,"” B

Fatima sighed. We knew the police would be here before
dawn. So we agreed, she and I, that I shodlg'beat her

kY

till she bled... That way they were not going to touch

[ S

‘her. That's what I told her... that they won't touch - .
a bleeding leper... Savo Djon tried not:to scream...”
< Fatima started sobbing uncontrollably. I was scared.

The woman in blue rushed to her side, bgt she waved her : ;

£

away. e
"Savo Djon tried not to scream," she sobbed. "But
\'-it was too painful. Believe me, Madame Solomonovna...
my heart bled with every shot of the whip." She buried o 4

her head in her hands. My mother looked bewildered.

I just squatted there, numb, not knowing what to do.

o,

I looked beyond Fatima's head. The pomegrantes on the . %
tree wére'ripe and red and deep shadows lay in the small 3
!

arbour of vines. The sky was very clear and the woman
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in blue stood in the entrance to the house watching us all
respectfully. - , ‘ *

. Then-I saw Mother leaning towards Fatima and I heard

. \ :
her whispering, "But Fatima, dear Fatima, did it not

T occur to you that she might die of the beating?"
-".:“(w"; - , « L) A
£ - Fatima straightened her back and locked into Mother's

~N

eyes, her head held up proudly.
"Madame Solomonovna!" she said. ' There was a note of

disappointment in her tone. "Madame Solomonovna, I know

B R R T T o L L

you are a learned and intel;igent woman... and yet, yet
you do not seem to ﬁnderstand...“ She paused and looked
at me. I knew:she would have preferréd I was not there.
Then, leaning very close to'hothe;, her face teﬁse and

|a1mbst cruel she whispefed hoarsely, - "Do you really think v

a leper coloﬂy'in the desert would have been better?!"
. Crickets started chattering somewhere in the grass. X
My mother lifted her hand to her lips.
Fatima got up, like a queen at the eqd"of an audience. T
) My mother rose to her feet -too. The woman in blue stood : ‘ i
erect, then bowed deeply.

-1 knew then it was time for us to leave.

October I983
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On that sunny June day I woke up earlier than usual. l

. The bedroom, which I ‘shared with my parents, was empty. ' 7
The bed was not made and its white percale sheets were ‘ .
shining against the mahogany headboard. The heavy feathef

pillows still bore deep imprints eads. The windows

were open éﬁd only partly covered by the gray macrame cur-
tains. Small fragments of rainbows danced on the wall and .
the floor was a mosaic of shadows and lights.

I 51id off the béd, and approached the window:barefoot,

9

It opened on a long narrow yard surrounded by the f&if dirty .

facades of three buildings. The yard was paved with dark

cement and decorated with chalk~drawn desigps,‘JettersVQnd

A woman rolled a carpet out of an open window. Balco-
‘ E}es were -lgaded with piles of bedding brought out for an

¢ numbers. " z
: i
i
§
i
3,
!
airing. The radio in the apartment just above ours- was g

ﬁiaying a lahguid tango: ;

When in all the city. gardens T o T’)
- The lillies bloom, .
i Then again my dear beloved ; ‘
2 : I'll see you in ’
My room!

The buildings still bore traces of warsy There was a
bullet hole in the wall across from ours, mény windows were

a

still pétched with strips of papef,fan awning was hanging

on exposed metal rods. But children were playihg ball and ' #
hopscotch, and mothersﬁwere pushing prans to the sunny end
of the yard, where'a few freshly painted green benches . v

waited for them. . ,;

-
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I yawned arid stretched .and contemplated w1th pleasure

the two months of vacation .ahead, long and carefree. Then'

I saw-my friend . Hallne, her blond hair shining in the sun,

but she

-

playlng hopscotch. "Halina:!" I called "Halinai"
did not hear. .

I was about to get dressed and go down to see her when

\ my eyes fell again on the two prllows. Why was the second
pillow creased? Father was away. All of a sudden'l remem-

~"/ . bered.. Aunt Md?&eia wésﬁhere§~ She was supposed £a arrive
on a night trein. I opened the closet and there uere her

" puitcase and a few neatly wrapped boxes. ' Presents! Aunt
Marysia was here and I was wasting my time looking out of

eﬁindows! I ran towards the door that opened onto a long
corrigor that led to the kitchen. .

Lk I wanted to surprise her, so I walked on my tlptoes.
But I stopped in the mlddle of ;he long stretch because I
_heard two voices com1ng from the kitchen. The voacee were
leughing:and giggling. This would not have Aeen unusual.eé

all‘if one of them, the louder and the merrier, had not

~

belonged to my mother.

. I was eleven years old then. My memories from that

time'are quite clear, 1ike‘photos taken'ﬁith'a good camera.

Y " If I could, I would have arranged them in a picture album,

one of.the heavy, ieather-bound ones, uith dark.pages and

wzth sticky cellophane corners to tuck the photos 1nto.

‘lThere would have been five, .pictures 1n8erted into the
. .

Ty

s

e YU S S T Y S R Te P S

L S A Wr - TN v

" ———
. .




»

I : 108

galbuh'anithe day the man frém Estonia came for a visit: -my
father's, my'ﬁother's, Aun£ Marysia's, mine and, of course,
" the visi;or's{
Father's image would be smai&, as if taken from a
_distance. ‘He would be smiling his gentle, slightly pained,

almost absent smiLe. My father was an artist, a painter.

S
But he gave up painting so that he could earn enough to.
, - ‘.
support us. Mother always needed more than he earned.
His lips are curved dowﬁ, which gives his face an expression

He is standing in front of an iron gate

»

of disappointment.
\behind which théré stands a large-windowed factory building.
He waé the manager of a governmépt-operated factory for
recycling., Instead of painting, he taught Deoplé ﬂow to
sort out rags so that they were fit, to be used in the
préduction of paper. ) ,

He was frequently sent to branches of the company in
remote villages and towns.- He seemed to like téose assign-
ments. When he was home Mogher and he‘quarfeied freguently
and loudly. Sometime¢, eﬁraged, he paced the floor, his ‘
_head clutched between ‘his hands, then he w;uld put hié coat

on, slam the door aﬂd leave. He would return late in the
evening; drunk and wobbly on his feet, hum a song sadly,
‘smile faintly and apologetically at’ me, then fall on the
bed and snorelloudly.

On tge day of fhe visit he was away on assignment.

His picture would be in light browns, like the colour of

his eyes. : B
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My picture would be the next one. It would be bluish-

s . gray.,

—— [y

the colour of the second hand, "best" dress I was
wearing that day. My eyes are grayish-blue too. They stare

<

at the world with curiosity and liveliness. I wear braids
with two large white ribbons that look like birds perched
It is

‘on my shoulders. I stand next to\my doll house.

‘ " white, has a red roof, réd door and red shutters and a 1itt1e;
garden,is painted on its wall. I liked this doll'hoqse very
much.. I spent every spaye penny to buy furniture and small
dolls whose eyes opened and closed. Du:ing the war;ywhen’i
was in Russia, I had no toys. I knew they existed from‘
stories told by my par%nts‘but I never saw a doll before !
was nine years old.
: During the war we‘élayed all kinds of games for which we
did not need toys. We played "soldiers" and Qe fought mock -
battles. We glso played "traitor." There was a final
gememony'when we hung the traitor who~preteniaito be dead
by sticking his tongue out and rolling his eyes. l
. When I returned to Poland, AuntxM§rysia preéented me:
' : yith fﬁe doll house. Father had installed electricity~ih”
it and my littlé doll-family of.mother, father and three
daughters lived there a harmonious and pleasant life 'in a
luxurious two bedroom apartment, enjoying comforts T never
knew. Myldqlls‘never playeé "traitors" and "soldiers.f
Aunt Mérysia's bicthe,wguld be the next one. It is o 4"

in bright colours, large and very clear. She was.not a real"

aunt. After the war all my parents' friends had become

o~

P

2 e, RO

o

.

!

3
b
i
3

4

H

Y
4.




S v g

110

"aunts" and "uncles.” My real aunts and uncles had all been

s Qe v

-

killed dufing the war, in bombing raids and in.concentration
camps. Aunt MArysia was Jewish too, but her husband was a
‘Pole and he saved her and their son, Yanek..‘They lived in
. a small 0ld town on the shores of the river Vistulé, and it
o Qas in their home that I spent my first Christmas in Poland
and saw my first Christmas tree. Thef were very lovi;g to
each other and I watched with envy when.Aunt Marysia\kﬁised

her son.

v

FRORE . ﬁa‘ﬁiﬁi‘lmﬂm‘w -, TN SN G

x

Aunt Marysia had a#\plive complexion, brown. hair, and

Ui

two lovely dimples formed on her face whenever she smiled.

A

She smiled almost constantly. Her teeth were white and even.

Yo aan

She used to say that her}dimples'and her teeth were her.

1

- dowry. 1 wondered about the‘charming little black spot just o ‘

\\\ beneath her lip. Was that part of h dowry too? She told
AN e
) me it was not, that 1t was not real; shgpbought it at the

P A e

pharmacy for five zloty. I decided to buy a black spot like
hers when I grew up and was sorry dimples were not for sale

N " as well. ‘ ' . /

0 Lt o Bk oty s 2

When it came to séwing, nobody 1 kngy couid equal Aunt
Marysia. She would make scraps of materiai into beaﬁtifui
skirts and kerchiefs, artfully sew‘tOgether littlé pieces
of};elt into dainty purses gndvmuffs, cﬁt remnants in sych

a wa§\that they would suffice to make a skirt or a blouse,

L

TSN I ORISR P R

After each of her visits I had a few of them hanging in the

closet. She always wore wide colourful skirts and bright

blouses that revealed her smooth, dark~shou1de;s.

) ' ?

.
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Mother's pictﬁre would be in black and white, square,

4

its ‘edges slightly yellowed. Her face is sharp and distinct,

|
|
A
~

™ hgr features stern and unforgiving. The face is not very
old, but it is prematurely wrinkled, particularly around the

eyes and around the corners of her lips. Her lips curve

down and give her face an expression. of bitterness. Her nose
is straight, sharp and determined and her eyes are very
light iron gray. Mother seemed to have suspended a heavy

curtain between herself and my father and I, and she never

told me about her past. The only time when the curtain ever
opened was on that June day, a.few hours after I stood in the
dim corridor and, surprised, listened to her laugh.

"After such a long time," I heard Aunt Marysia's voice.

B & = WL TRE S el SRR L, P T Srrs T T W L Lo B L WA T

"How does that make you feel?"

[

Mother answered something in a low voice, then started

EY RN

i lauéhing again. I stood there motionless, uneasy, with some
+  fear in my heart. The usual barrage ‘of complaints and remarks

was somehow safer than this laughter. I advanced cautiousiy

e e, o b e

y ’ éowardq<the kitchen door. When the two became silent, 'I .
o 4 - Lk

knocked. Aunt Marysia opened the door and a moment later I .

-

P,

was in her arms, laughing and covering her face with kisses. L
"Why didn't you wake me up when I came?" I cried. I )
7 ’ . .
'was looking forward to seeing you for such & long time

Will. you stay long?" I was hanging on her neck, embracing

~

o

. pal . . .
her and pulling her towards me. She seated me on the kitchen-

countey, then stepped back to have'é better look at me. oL |




112 S
/

"Have we not grown up from th£ time I last saw you!l"

. .
Her face was lit by a'wide, radian

i

" her. I felt tall all of a sudden and I straightened my back P

°

T e S

smile. ‘I smiled back at

. to appear even taller.

"You must have outgrown all.;bqf clothes!" kshé
exclaimed. "But don't woriy! Aunt Marysia can do something
‘about it; Right, Mother?" . i N ,;-

| I turned to look at Mother. She was observing the scene it

without a word. Instead of scolding me, as usual, about my

barelfeet, disheve}led hair, or the way I was standing, she .
"just stood there émiling. She looked as’ if she was not even |
seeing us, or the ladle in her hand.
There were millions of things on.my mind'to ask Aunt
Marysia abéut and I turned back to her. I asked about‘Yanek
and Uncle Ted and the skating on the Vistula, and the

repairs to the old church. .Aunt Marysia laughed at the

N

e T ot T SO M "V N . Y-V VWU 01

barrage of questions and told me she could not answer them

all. She could not answer.them, she said, because she had

-

no time today. Saying this, sbe*ééressed the word "today"

+ in a particular way, ;heﬁ<¥urned towards Mother as if

[

asking her permission to continue. Mother looked away

distractedly.
Aunt Marysia looked at me as if she was weighind
‘something in her mind, then uttered slowly and guar edly:

‘"You see, love, we shall be busy todavy, Mother and/I.

\ N N . * -
Yqu see ... we .are expecting a visitor, a very important

visitor."
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‘ Phere was a look of slight embarrassment on her face.

She sighed and fretted and turned her eyes away. I had never

{

seen her this way. ' 4 '

\

' "What visitor?"" I”askeﬂ?“éiéfﬁ%&? "I thought you

¥

were our most important visitor;" ' a5
"Of course I am," she éaid. "But tbnight there, will be
_somebne else coming. He is coming from far away, from
Estonia. He is coming to see your mother.”
" There was something in her tone that made.me feel .
- Unéasy, and I opened my eyes wide. Estonia sounded strange
“End‘iemotei
\ "Is'ﬁé{sbmgpne from our family?"

3

"No, just a friend. An old, old friend."
"How old is‘this old'fri;nd,lAuntharysia.f
"Not so very old. He is not wrinkled or bearded or
leaning on a cane. An old friend is ; friend from long ago,
" someone one has known for a long time."
I glanced towards Mother. AS e was still standing there
with a ladle in her hand.| She looked at us, but d4id nat see

us. Her expression was sd much softer than usual. 8She was
. N U \

smiling. I asked her whether she knew the friend from the

time they were children and she turned to me and absentminded-

ly. answered that she did not. Then, hesitantly and stiffly,
as if she did not want to is;uss the subject with me, she
aaded that she knew him frpm much later. . . |

I wanted to know more¢, but Aunt Mgrvsia said‘I was too

curious and curious children became old and wrinkled fast.

.
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She then siapped me lightly and pushed a list of groceries
intg’my‘hand. It was for our grocer, Mr. Kuba. She told
me‘tg get dreéqed fést, that there were some .errands
waiting for me. \}‘went into the bedroom and when I returned
Mother and Aunt Marysié were talkiné to each other in low
voicég. ' )
. ;Don't be silly," Aunt Marysia said, "You don't" look-
did at all."
ﬁBut I'm eﬁbarrassed," Mother answered. "I was‘yopng:
and pretty then." . '
‘“Dop't forget that he has not become younger himself..."
I maée'a noisy entrance to the kitchen. Mother éave

me some instructions and I sauntered down the corridor and

the two flights of stairs. - '

. In the yard 1 étopped to exchange a few words Y}th
Halina, then hopped towards the gate, all the while turglng
the shopping net above my head. Then through the 7i%vy gate
and out into the wide ceqﬁral street. Mother's unusual
behaviour, the suddénness and unexpectedhesé‘of the visit,
the ﬁushed ;tmqsphere, confused and worriéd mne. ”.,;

I stopped iékfront of the window of a toy shog. A ‘
large yellow chick stared at me from the top of a séuare
SoxJ but it did not have any answers for'me,i I glanced at -
the grocery list in my hand. It was much longer than usual

o <@ .

: and included written instructions for Mr. Kuba. Words like
. . B ot

"best," "choicest," "softest” and "freshest" were added to.

all but the canned items and even those bofg elaborations.

N . e T
— 3
o
_
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like "the bigger one" and “imported."

I handed the note to Mr. Kuba. I noticed he had an air

- of satisfaction on his face when he summed up the purchases.

O

They were heavy-to carry and it took me a while to get back

o i

PR /’
pgme:’Wien I entered, I could not rgcognize the apartment.
Chairs were standing on the table; curtains were ga{hered

to the side of the window; carpets; rolled and tied with

T

strings, leaned on each other in the corner. Mother|, Aunt

Ma§§sia and the janitor's wife, wearing kerchiefs and holding

feather dusters, were engaged in an orgy of cleaning. X
{ | | . " Sun hgw burst unashamedly through the bére wiﬁdows and.’
clouds of duét'?hirled around. The severe aculpturéd figures é
on our héavy cfedenza Qére being polished and shined, their i
| ' smiles visible again, Layers of dust were being swiftly o
wiped from theif hats and froﬁ‘Withiﬁ thé.sculpted folds

‘of their brown mahogany robes. The chandelier burst into

a merry peal of clinking, its pointy crystals séarkling;and

shimmering.+ The white tiles of the corner stove shone after

> the energetic rubbing they were given by the janitor's wife,

and the sofa; spread lazily on its low, curved legs, dis- ™

]

played its pale velvety covers, clean and mended. 1In the

T T P

midst of it all the three moved swiffly, pointiﬂg to cofners,
moving books and magazines, shining vases and silver dishes,
dipping figurines into bowls of soapy water, then taking
them out, all bubbly and irridescent, and laying them down

"on soft flannel cloths.

At noon the rodm sparkled and smelled of wax. . Edges of

(Y

.},\
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heavily hanging curta}ns softl} caressedfthe,carpets,
‘admitting rays of sun through their thickly crocheted nets. -
Shadows coAcealéd the rubbed-off corners of the upholstered
chéirs.'ffhe damask tablecloth bore patieﬁtl? the o0ld wine

- stains_tﬁgt resisted hand washing and detergents. Some of"
the stains were concealed under the white porcelain dishes
boréqred with gold, another remnant of someone's "good oid

days." A silver tea set, borrowed from the upstairs neigh- .

bours, decorated the top of the credenza, bringing with it ., .

the ChQFm of long-forgotten opulence. Violets in small vases

drew attention away from the ‘modest imitation-crystal wine

<

glasses. It all looked splénéid, so splendid that it almost

made me forget the uneasinesgs and suspicion I had carried,

within me since the morning. v

e Ted ara e e e A o, ©

) Aunt Marysia opened the door quietly and stood next to
4 ( o - me. "Isn't it lovely?" she whispered. "“Your Mgther has . Jr ?
. that special touch when it comes to decorating. I still é
remember the party she a;ranged‘for me before the war in 1
‘ ycux'éarents' country house. People talked about it for

years afterwards.” I wanted to tell her I knew nothing

about it, that it was the first time for me, but her eyes

h

[T P

: ‘ sparkied with such genuine delight that I kept quiet. She
pushed me towards the bedroom.

"Go, taﬁe'a nap now, then get dressed nicely."

I did not feel like taking a nap. There was too much ~

going on, there were too many things happening in my life:

\ A .
the royally set table; Mother smiling and obviously happv;

A ~
v
b
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Aunt Marysia; the visitor. This, I decided, was not a day

to be wasted on afternoon naps. The yard beckoned to me,

warm and noisy. Halina would probably ;ill be there and ;

I could share with her part of my excitement.. I sneaked . ' i
: .

past the entrance hall and out.into the bright yarﬂ* The

games were gaing on as on other summer days with their

rhythmic movements and subdued noises. I was surprised that ?

nobody paid any special attention to me, that nobody was

aware of the importanceof what was happening in my life. f

I felt all of a sudden a great pity for them all playing %
their silly games. They did not know what' life was ail about,
they did not have visitors cominé unexpectedly out of + !
mysterious-sounding Estonia,ethey‘did.not have a spariling
table set on a weekday as if it were a holiday, and they

' could not appreciéte or sée«the magic chahge that had
occurred in our modest apartment since the morning.

I ran towards Halina. I told herJall in one breath.
Unperturbed, she went on throwing five pebbles up in the
air, then gathering them with a swift motiénlbf her hénd.

"Big deal," she‘said wﬁen I had fiqished my story.
"Want to play pebbles?"

»

I squatted rniext to her and threw the pebbles up. But

-

I was not as fast as usual and they kept scattering and
escaping to all sides. The afternoon was maturing slbwly,
and the shadows were becoming darker and longer. Men

carrying small lunch boxes and thermoses were crossing the .
N

1

;,

.

;
r 3

!
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* yard and disappearing into the dark narrow entrances.
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Smells of cooked food fillea the air and mothers summoned

children to comé¢ up. Radios were tuned to news broadcasts.

The houses seemed to be leaning towards each otﬁer, exchanging

gossip from Ealconies and open windows. Geraniums were ‘
very rea on a few-gf the window sills, diavers and underwear
fluttered in the air, white, pink and plue.Outside, pipes
gurgled and spattered and the door of<Fhe small outhouse
at éhe end of éhe yard squeaked shrilly, asdif comﬁlaining
\about its unpleasant function. It was time for me to go
home. . |

I fan up the stairs and opened the door. The apartment
was ‘dim and smelled clean and of fresh bréad; “Usually I
would come in with a small fear in my heart, ready to defend

ﬁyself against Mother's scathing remarks about my appearance

- and mariners. But I had no fear today. -Perhaps, I thought,

things will be different from now on.

'+ I opened the door to the iiving room. The table looked
as splendid as before, though now it had the added allure of
the semi-darkness. The whole room was festive and smelled
of violets., Feminine voices, shrill and excited, reached me
from the bedroom. I knocked o; the door and entered. The
bedroom was a mess. Petticoats, br&ssierés, dresses and

~

skirts were spread around 2? d%sarray.'
"Where were you all :his time? We thought you were
taking a nap." Mother's voice was unusually soft.
The only "good;(ﬂréss I had was prepared fpr me on the

bed. It was made Of faded light imitation silk with white .

-

U gy
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polka-dots. re was a small bouquet of coloured riﬁbon
ﬂéses pinned to the front to conceal a button-hole out of
place. It used to be someone else's dress. Aunt Marysia
had converted it to fit me, but somehow had not managed to

conqeal the hole.

%

N
»

Mother took a dress I had never seen before out of the

. closet. It was black, was cut low in the back and had

inserts of dark lace. The d;ess was sleeveless. Mother

put it on, and for the first time I noticed that she had
very smooth, wﬁite, shapely shoulders. They were completely
eﬁ sed how. I was embarrassed to see her like this but ‘had
to admit it did look nice. My little faded dress appeared
even paler by comperispn. Mother glanced at herself in the
mirror. She lifted her hand and smoothed her hair with the
tips of her fingers, then tilted her head slighély and

smiled at the reflection. Aunt Marysia leaned backwards
. . k/,\\

with her hands on her hips.
"Look at that! Like a bride! So heip,me God!"
She made Mother's face up with swift, agile movemeq:s
of her long flnqus‘ The b1u1sh -gray of Mother s eyes
deepened, her -eyelashes became dark and longer thap before,
éndvthe streaks of gray in her.eyebrows disappearea. The

wrinkles seemed to disappear too under. layers of cream,

powder and rouge: Was this really my mother? Aunt Mérysia,

fussing with the pots of cream and powder and running around |

smoothing pleats and creases, brushing off some lint here,‘v

- A 1
a speck of dust there, looked like a good fairy from

|
\

. w '
. .
-

. . N
‘ ! : N ’ '

oo,

I A e LR I




B

¥ - | 120
"Cinderella." ’ !
Aunt Marysia herself put on a flowered skirt, a white
blouse gathered with a ribbon around her shoulders and a
handkerchief that matched the skirt. She needed no makeup.
. The three of us'went to the‘living room and sat down
stiffly on the féded“séfa. I glanced at Mother out of éhe
corner of my eye. She was more serious now ' and, it seemed
_ to me, slightly more nervous. From time to time she glancead

at herself in a mirror suspended above the credenza and .

stroke back a wisp of hair from her forehead. . We did'not
P

talk, eachiéf us absorbed in her own\thoﬁght;.
“Iﬁ's alﬁoat eight," Mb;her said, glanciné at her watch.
"He must be comiﬁg to the train station." '

It was very quiet. Eveging descended upon the yard,
hiding the uglinéss of the o0l1d buildings. Lights had come
on in the windowsbacrbss'from ours. .The lights were small
énd came from bare low-voltage bulbs. Curtains §i$il$r4tq;ﬂ,"
qurs,‘hand crocheted and heavy, hung in some. of the windows.

On other nights, I.would stand patiently, trying-tt peek @

in®® neighbours' lives and weave stories around thefm. = But

"

R

today I had no time for that. , \ .

~
X

There was a sharp riﬁ% at the door. Mother rose quickly.

She ran towards the door. Aunt Marysia followed her.- I got

up too, rand approached the living room door, peeking
e . ,
curiously into the-dim corridor. By pow the entrance door

.

was closed and Mother was standing next to it, facing a tall

i

slim man in a dark brown suit..

3
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"It's you, Volodya?" she exclaimed in Russian. He was
quiet for a moment, then said softly, ”Yes,it's me. "
j 'Then,he gathered Motﬁer into hig arms. She was shorter
than he and had éo raise her head éo sée him. He kissed her

hair, then pushed her gently away to look at her again, then

gathered her into his arms again. "Dorogaya moya!" he said,

"My dearl" = !
Mother took his arm and led him towards Aunt Marysia,

who was standfﬁg'in the middle of the corridor. "Please

make the aéquaintance of my ‘'dear friend, Marya Pavlovna,

from the town of Plotsk." .

"Most pleased and honoured to make your acqaintance on

-

" this pleasan£ occasion, Marya Pavlovﬁa." He bent above her
-hand and kissed it gallantly. rTheg all‘advanéed towards me

now, Mother holding the arm of the stranger. I -have never

"« seen her holding Father's arm this way.

"My little girl," she said. "She is eleven."

"A little girl," he said pensively, caressing my hair.

"I did not 'know... you did not write... I always wanted a

little girl."
She led him into the room, looking at

»

Mother blushed.

T

himxshyly, awkwardly.
"Please, come }n, feel at home. 1It's all so modest,

after the war, you know... used to be different."
. ' -
He looked around. "What'are‘&ou talking about? Such
splendour! And all this in my horour? I am not ‘worthy,

-

I assure you, my dear."”
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They looked at each other again, now in the bright
full light of the living room chandeiiér, as if tryihg to

absorb and sum up in seconds the changes that the years had%s

«*-"&'\)‘“@ .

SURER: o 2L

wrought upon their faces. ' ‘ e
. "You have ‘not changed much..." he said in a slightly
shivering voice. "The same beautiful eyes." He took both

her hands in his and kissed them. "It wasn't easy, the war,

. .
SR a0 A
2

" ah?" He was noticing the wrigkles and the shadows under
Mother"s eyes. . As ‘if not wanting him to see more, shé ' e
_ averted her face. '
He was not in the prime of youth either. His face
! llqoked tired. There was a deep scar 'on his cheek, and one ’
of his fing’érs was missing. I looked at his hand question-
ingly. , .
e . "FProstbitten, " he said. "In Siberia." He mhust have
| noticed fi\y curious, searchir;g look., Mother smiled at him,
then put her hand on his shoulder. ) x
] "A tiny glass of vodka, Volodya?"
He smiled back at her. . "Of course, my dear. We shall

drink to the good old times and to the good o©ld times to

come!" He looked at Mother again and patted her hand, which

\,
stayed on his shoulder.

- b

"Y/op are still beautiful, my dear, still very very

bq‘autiful.\" Mother was radiant. I had never heard Fa(ther

. c—

calling her beautiful, and I never thought she was, but
tonight she looked different.

She left the room and a moment iater returned carrying

¢
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a small round tray in the middle of which a crystal carafe,
" also on loan from the neighbours, was surrounded by small

vodka glésses. . She poured a little vodka for each of them. _

They raised and élicked the glasses, then silently gulped

the white liquid. -

A slight shiver ran through the man's shoulders. He

© placed the glass on a tray. "Another one of those, my dear,

piease. They say that when one drinks a glass of vodka one’

28

becomes a different person. And a different person needs a

a

glass of vodka too." - . ‘ : .

4

s

They laughed at the joke, then became silent again, &i

if some memories and impressions weighed heavily on their

CE e S b

1 . minds. Volodya opened a silver cigarette case and offered

PR

a cigarette to Aun} Mary§ia, then to Motheg‘ They declined
and he lighted one himself. The smoke created a mist around
the three of them and they seemed to be closed in a little ' _ ‘
world I was not a part of. . | "
I looked at Volodya. 'I 1fﬁéd him. He was a handsoéé
man. He had é str;ight.thin nose; light combed hair and
bright intelligent eyes. He spoke Russian the\way‘teachers oo
w _ and doctors in Russia spoke, softiyfand quietly, using long,
bgautiful words and with the kind of inflection I always
! ‘tried to imitate. He used“the diminutive form often and thé
words sounded as if they came from somewhere deep within
him. But in spite of ali this there was something that .

disturbed and irritated me about him.: All of a.sudden I

wished Father was here. All of a sudden it seemed strange
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all this was going on when he was away. They should have

N

v
+

waited with ‘the dinner for him.
_’Mofhe;,.in the mean;ime,'erranged the appesizers on the
table.' A pickled herring swam in a sea of marinated onions,
ana red-capped mushrooms made of eggs and tomatoes surrounded
a green hill of vegetable salad, while ln the nelghbourlng
platter ducks made of eggs and shaved radlshes floated in a
red lake of tomato sauce. It all looked charming and summery
and’ the guesevwas expressing his wonder with loud "“Ohs"
and "Ahs". He was seated at the head of the 1eng eable.
Mother was very close to him, on the left, Aunt Marysia on
‘tﬁe right, and I was seated- at the other end of the table,

across from him and at some distance from everyone else.

The janitor's wife had been eggaged to do the serving.
She was wearing a white kerchief thet fell sharply -over her

left eye. Without the mane of-ti;i;7o“draw attention away

from it, her nose looked even mor&~grominent than pefore. It

was so long that I wondered whether she ever managed to kiss

anyone without'tﬁe nose being in the way. The small white

heart that formed the upper part of her apron folded into

the crevice between her breasts, in splte of her efforts to

stretch it on top of them w1th the help of two safety pins. :
Volodya sm}léd a wide smlle at the sight of her.
"Krasavitsa!" he whisperee to Mother. "What a beauty:"
The janitor's wife went out and retﬁfned with'a tureen

- of soup. . She ladled the sobup elowly and carefully onto

Volodya's plate under his attentive gaze.

PO T B v i
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"Delicious soup, my dear." He turned to Mother.

Remin&é me of the 6ﬁe we used to eat in your little room."
‘He lifted Mother's hand to his lips, kissed it, then held
it in his for a whlle, 1ook1ng into her eyes. (‘ other
became dreamy and pensive and smiled at him shyly. Then
she noticed I waﬁ watching them and quickly withdrew her
hand. . '\ ' ‘ ‘ ‘

"Those were the days," continued the visitor, undisf
turbed. "We were poor, almost starving, but what spirit..."
d The janitof's wife appeared agéin, carrying a large
platter of copked tongue with: breaded Brussel sproutsL
Mother must have been up early in the morning to prepare
such elaborate displays. I could not_remémbgf a meal like
“this in our housgpqince we h;d returned to Poland two years
before. Wﬁy couid we not have any of this before? °
I could ﬁardly swallow. | |

Thg visitor, though, seemed to be enjoying himself very
mich. He was talking with animation, enjoying ﬁis food
and refillingqhié vodka qlasé frequently. ‘He was éompli—
menting Mother brofusely all the way.. She in turn was

beaming and piling food on his plate.

"Delicious; everything's just delicious. Your husband .

must cqnsider himself a lucky man."

I almost choked on a shaved radish that I had been

v

holding in my mouth for a while. I remembered with a tinge

of bitterness the thin soups and the dry\{gqs of chicken

that were our daily fare. - ; . : ]
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Aunt Marysia watched Mother with a small conspirator's

5

smile. Her large green and red kerchief fell to the arm of

AN ot P el on |
» (e

her chair, revealing her bronzed shoulders. Her hair -

N
°

'.‘descended oﬁ the nape of her neck in soft curls, and her
eyes, enlivened byttalk and alcohol, sparkled. She was ]
nudging Mother discreetly with her ‘elbow and Mother,reéponded ' 1
with a girlish smile. I had sent the rémains of my food :;
the kitchen and just sat there, concealeéd by a large bottle
of wine. It lookedlas if Mother had forgotten about me.

But at that moment she threw a quick gl?nce’ &me,- then at ‘ ;
her watch. , i ' %

"It's too late for you to be sitting with the adults at ¢

the table. We will bring you your dessert in your bedroom."

I knew arguing would be useless, so I dejectedly got up = 3
and, curtsying politely to everyone, went to my room.

Before closing the door I cast a last glance at the living

room. The visitor was sitting with his back to me now, but

bt Ty

I could see my mother well. She was looking at him with a

tenderness I had never seen.in her eyes before, a tenderness

o Lo Sy

I had never suspected her of having. Her hand was on his

™~

‘ agaih and it seemed to me she was caressing it. I closed the
door behind me and threw myself on the bed. From thg living

] : i
room there came the noise of clinking glasses, of laughing /;//
".. and the smell of cigarettes. I undressed and crawled ugdéf

the blanket. . ’ e

o~

Some time later the door opened. In the iighted

rectangle I saw the silhouette of a man. I thought

.\ - 1
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for a minute Father had come back and I sat up on my. bed,

-all ready to hug him. A moment after this, there was a

click of the light switch and the room became bright. » 1

¥

Volodya was standlng in front of the closed door. He held
a small plate in his hand
— '
"The ladYes are busy washing dishes,“ he said, "so I

took it upon-myself to bring you your deﬁsert. He placed ;

e

the small plate with a piece of cake on it on my night table,

ey

then pulled a chair close to my bed and sat facing me.

Resentful as I was I could not dislike him completely. .
Thare was something nice about him. There was some sadness

in his daep brown eyes, a little like the eyes of m§ Father,

and a hint of some childishness in his clumsy movements and’

g e i

the way he sat there looking at me.

xS

"You know,"” he said suddenly, "I once loved your mother
very much." He said it so simpl& and -with so much feeling
that I was touched and startIed. He leaned back in his chalr,‘

folded his arms, and his eyes wandered around the room, then

PR R O SN SRR

returned to me. I.asked him, he51tantly, where he met
my mother. ["We studied together for four years...“fhe said. ‘ . S
"Four'lang beautiful years in Parls. You don't know, little
one, what it means to be young, to-be in love and to te in
Paris at“~the same time. One never forgets tnat. I hope you
find out, though they say Parls is not what it used to be.

But then nothing is the way it used to be. We went on trips

together, visited museums or just walked on the banks of tha
river. It was beautiful.”
4

' ’ . .
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He looked towards the open window as if expecting some
‘more memories to float from the dark yard. But only a dark

4

moth whlrled in and started dancing furlously arocund the l

N R

o naked bulb. Turning to me again Volodya said very quickly, MF
"But it all ended one day." The moth kept hitting the ' .
surface of the bulb. P 4 . s

~ "He recelved our degrees, you see. We had some plans

to spend the summer together, then decide on our future.
' : 1 »

We knew we belonged togéther," He stopped and looked at . ‘ '

. A'm questioningly. "Your Mother never talked about it?

5

= e Yod\:ever heard about us?"

I did not."

e — -

L. .
ised and glanced sideWays as if weighing

et e

(whether he s? d be the one to tell me. Then, placing his
elbow.on top of my night table he said: JPerhéps 1 should‘
tell you, then. You see... something happened then. A f-
telegram arrtved. it was from Estonia; from my father, who
was very ill. I had to leave right away. I promieed to.
. write. But there were compllcatlons in the famlly and I

never did. I had hoped that your mother would undedstand,

;and wait. She did. For three months. I should have written,

v I know. It was all my fault. But we are such fools .when we o
3 ere»youﬁg. And then, maybe there is the hand of fate in it
fﬁf“ 'all." He paused and looked at me anxiously as if afraid

he was telling mé things I could not understand. But I

"listened with interest and he went on.

"You see, she waited for three long months, alone in

]
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Paris. She had not~h‘ing more to do there and she was runhning
out of funds, so one day she packed her valises and took the
train to Polaq?. I arrived the next day. I ran.up-the ‘ :%‘
stairs and knocked’on the door. Only‘sifencé greeted me.

I ran down to the concierge, still hoping. But I knew.
You know, when you knock on a door of an empty or uninhabit-
ed apartment, it has a different sound. - The éoncierge only’
could reaffirm what I feared most. She had left, she said, oo
the day béfore, crying. I sat on the stairs and cried too..
I did not eveﬁ know where to look for her... I did not know
her address in Poland... I had not seen her till today."
He stopped talking. His face was very sad. I tried to S

\ imagine Mother then. The concierge had said that she was - ' 3

crying. I had never seen Mother crying. She got angry and“
she\shouted, but she never cried. I wondered if she had
been a different person f;om thé,one I knew and feared," ‘ -
whetﬁe;,th;fWEFld in which she lived was different and
whether she was' kinder and happier then. ' .
‘Volodya put his hand on mine. "You are a nice,girl;"
he said. "You could have been my daughter.” .
I looked at him,'startled! aha did not. answer for ? g B ﬁ;f
long‘mq?ent. Then, as kindly and decisively as I could,
I séid,f "No, it would Kave been a completely different”
,gi:l.. I am my father's aaughter. I know, becauée my father;s

affs are brown. And although mine are blue, like those of

)l

mother, half of the left eye is brown ,,like his."
He smiled. "still, you‘qre a nice girl, and I-wish
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" you were mine." *

"Still, I am my fa;}ther"s girl, " 1 repe;téd.

He withdrew his hand rapidly and stared at me with a
strange, pained expression. Perhaps he had just then real-
ized that h'e‘was in another man's house, kissing another
man's wife and talking t'o another man's daughter. Theg he
tﬁ;ned avay from me and st:.are&] inténtly at the corner,
where the walls met thHe ceiling. TRere was a small plaster

A .
cherub there, surrounded by garlands\ of plaster flowers and

°

I looked at Volodya,

, . -
o bt St amcereios AR 4 5 D s AT .

. thickly covered with layers of paint.

at his sharp, handsome profile, at the\scar on his cheek,

c B at the forehead furrowed by wrinkles, aM I felt sorry for.
him. ' ‘
"You may still ‘ha\;e a little girl of your own,". I ;said.
“I don"t know,"'he, said. "I don't know."
He Kthen left the bedroom, closing the door gently.

Then I heard him saying good bye to Aunt Marysia. Both she

and Mother were loudly protestinghis short visit, tﬁe sudden
and hasty departure. They urged him to stay longer.

"But. Volodya, " I heard Mother's voice "I... I was | .
hopi;lg’ you'd stay overnight with us. "

There was a long silence afterwards. I heard the stgps

- 1

of the three in the corridor. The entrance door closed

softly and Aunt Marysia came back to the living room. Shd& "

- g

started collecting the remaining dishes from. the table.

-

*

"I heard Mother's and Volodya's loud steps and quiet voices "

in the yard below. I stood by the window. The moon was

. /
5
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full and bright and thev' yard was "'pprpl:'fs\li,gray. I could
distinguish the shape of Mother's v)hii:e sl{bplders hugged by
Volodya's arm. They stopped in the Ji\j:df&ile <\3 the yard, and

fI saw Volodya kissing Mother for a long time. ‘Then they'
walked towards the gate. A few' minutes later I heard Mcxthex/'ﬁ'
coming in. She and Aur;n.t Marysia continued whilsper-in'g late

into the night.

I tried Lo fall asleep then, but could not. I kept

i:_urning apd tossing in my hed. Pictures from war time kept
popping into my mind. I remembered how father got lost once
and t;ﬁen reappeared, running in’ the field, his silhouette
standing out agéinst the setting sun. I remembered how he
picked me up and then put his arm a;:ouﬁd Mother's shoulde;‘s.
I remembered how we hid in a farmer's cottage till someone '
denounced us and how we ran away in the {niddle‘_‘ of the night
and travelled on dark roads full of frig (éning shapes and

. \ i threatening noises. 1 remembered the ga:\mes we played and the
horrible sight of the face with the tqj:gue sticking out. |

I fell asleep only afte; Mother and Aunt Marysia came tiptoeing

_ iﬁto the ‘_&)’e._gg_cgom and settled in the large bed.

~ El

When I woke up the next morning, the sky was cloudy.

' i The room looked cold and gray.‘ I curled under the blanket. ,

Mother and Aunt Marysia were in the living room and I could

hear their voices clearly.

Then Mother entered the room. She was wearing her

everyday dress and her hair was gathered into a bun. Her

.
0
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eyes were grayish and sad and her face looked drawn and
tired. But there lingered Qome of yesterday's softness in
.her movements, and her voice was so much more subdued. She
sat on my bed and stared at me for a while. I felt uncom-
forta%le under her gaze; 1 didn't know what to expect.

She staréed_talking. Her lips formed a tense, con-
trived smile and her eyes wandered. She asked whether I had
liked the visitor. She was pretending it was sheer curiosity
on hefvpart. She asked what it was we had 5eeq talking
about for so long. Then she said he liked me énd that he
thought i was very mature for'ﬁy age. I did not know whether
this was good or bad, but I smiled. I could not figure_,out
the purpose of this cpnversation.‘lméther did not, usually;
sit on my bed to engage in.conversations or to pay me
compliments. 'All of a sudden she put her hand én toplof '

‘mine. Her hand'yas cold and I pulled mine out and hid it
under the blanket. She stared at her empty hand as if
won@eringawhat it was doing there, tﬁen she sat very erect
and lowering her eyes, asked Qery guietly, "Would you like...

~would you like a man like him... w;uld you like him for a
father?"

I gidrth understand At first. What was it she meant?
why would I need to think about anything like this? Even
if I did like Volodya,‘what connection would there bé
bebweenliking him and wanting him for a father? 1 looked
at her through narrowed eyes.

"What do you mean?". ' ‘ “N
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"Just this,"” she uttered with tears in her eyes.

"Whether you would "like him to become ypur father?"

I looked at her with disbelief. "What'kind of a

|

question is this? I have a father already! | I like my .

father!" fThen, looking straight into her eyes I uttered

4

the word that had been hanging on my lips since yesterday.
A N .
"You traitor!" I said through?u}enphed eeth, "You traitor!"

And I turned my face away from hergand pressed it against

‘ {

the cool white wall. f«‘
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: Durlng the war, When I was a Chlld te one thing that
1 desired most was to have a doll of my own. I could
remember the toys that I used to have before the war: ;
. ; 4
the Shi}ley Temple doll, the enameled chicken that laid .
&
eggs, the cards with the Three Little Pigs that hung above §

1%,
r

my bed and the white styffed doggie with black eyes.
I also had a shiny red train with cellophane windows and
; comfortable upholstered seats. It was so different from g
the real trains in which we travelled inside Russia. They
wore dark and crowded and they smelled. ' 'ﬁ

My toys appeared frequently in my dreams. They popped

out of drawers and rolled on soft beds or were handed to

I}
me hy smiling aunties in long dresses and round straw' %
e hats. . ?

But usually I woke up in a cold room with no toys in ?
it, and the dreams left only a memory that llngered with
me throughout the day. When I recounted these dreams to
my parents, they‘smiled sadly and saidothat when the war o ‘ ‘
. . ended and we came‘back to Poland, I would have toys again.
P I C They told me that perhaps we would even find my nursery
~;z ‘ intact, for thef had looked the doorgwell before leaving.
| | > 4 I 1maglned that as soon as we arrlved in Poland, : . A
» ' I would waygﬂlnto a room full of toys and brlght furniture,
\;pox_//“J 'whefz aunts and cou31ns wearing straw hats and silk dresses
would calmly Slp tea from- porcelaln cups. They would smile

(o

at me, the way they did in the’ family photographs, then

. . | . | ° ‘ . ‘ ]
‘ 134 - ‘ v

- offer mé cakes and candy and hand me dolls in frilly
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. outfits and stuffed animals with fluffy hair.
~ But when we did arrive in Poland, after a month=-long
; , journey in rust-red cattle cars, there were no pretty
cousins with dolls waiting for us at the train station.

Father's cousin Sol and his wife, Eva, were there. They

had sallow faces and deeply set, sad eyes. They were

dressed in gabardine coats and flannel hats with wide rims.
. . 5
Their smiles were kind but wistful, and they hugged Mother

and Father sobbing, as if we had come for a funeral. They

et e © T B s A s B T et e bt g eeds T e

. - kissed me, too, and wet my face with their tears. They

9

were, speaking Yiddish, which I could not understand, and .

they kept reéeating "Yo, yo," and "Azoy" and nodding sadly

in answer to my parents' anxious questions.

Cousin Sol picked me up then with one hand and with
the other he grabbed oﬁe of our suitcases. He carried me
to a buggy that was waiting at the corner, under a lantern
that cast misty light on the street, climbed up and
— o placed me on his knees. Mother, Father and cousin Eva

\ +

climbed after is heavily. It started raining, and the

3

driver,'wearing an oilcloth cap and a cape, opéned the
accordion-like dark canopy above our ﬁeads.

"Narutovitcha Street, number 40," cousin Sol said,
ané the horse started a slow trot on’the wet; shiny
cobblestones of the dark streef.

wWhen we arrived there, we first crossed a. large e

rectangular yard, and then climbed up narrow dimly lit

stairs. The landings were wet, for the windows had no

-
4 .
. .
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glass ig them. Cousin Sol opened a door and brought us
into a lbhg corridor that smelled of mothballs and soapy
water. | .

"To obtain a three room apartment in the town of
Lodz these days is a real stroke of luck," Cogsih Sol
said. _”The ghetto is in ruins and go aré other parts
of town." He sighed and took off his hat and his scarf,
then led us to the end of the corridor. We entered a
room which was illuminated by two ‘small bulbs that
dangled sadly beneath a magnificent crystal chandelier,
which iooked too. large and too splendid there. The room
was c;owded with a strange assortment of things which did
not fit toégther‘at all. A heavidy carved mahogany
eredenza stood against one wall.. On top of it were piled
books and dishes in qreat'disarray. The old sofa was
loaded with bedding -- yellowish eiderdowns iﬁ dirty-gray
damask covers and huge feather—filléd pillows. Three
open suitcases stoqd in the corner and just gbove then,
oh the windowsill, I saw jars filled with red preserves
that gave'out a sweet-sour smell of fermgntation. I
looked éround carefully. Not a doll in sight. I tried to-
~ peep inside the large greeniéh wardrobe; the doors of
which stood ajar.A Only clothegs spilled out of it in
disarray. | ‘

"This is going to be our room," cousin Eva said. "You
will live in the bedroom." )

Mother smiled and sighed.. Cousin Eva took her coat

s
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off and helped Mother out of hers. Then she led us to the

-

kitchen. A cord was stretched.diagonally across the bare . :

room, ’Shirts, socks and underwear hung above huge steaming.

St N At

pots. Cousin Eva stirred the contents of a pot with a

wooden ladle, then fished out a pair of steaming longjohns,

which she dropped into a pail of cold water. : g
Y

"You arrived on a laundry day," she said, and pinched
' h 7

my cheek with her wet hand. She had curly, black hair'and

a long nose on which.sat heavy eyeglasses. She had a number

written in blue on the inside of her arm and did not fit

w
\

' the image of a cousin that I had brought with me from

R C
she was nice, and I'could see that Father was

LY IPRRE NS W D R VRPN

4 i
Russia. Buﬁq
_ . fond of her,afof he looked at her soft}y and often, took

&

her hand and patted it sadly while she said, "All }ight,

‘Lebn dear, all right.” | ' o
She took us to our room. It was cleqneriand less

‘crowded than the other room and was furnished with two :

largérbeds, a wardrobe with a clear, oval mi;ror and a a £

small cot. A vase with fresh flowers stood on a night

.table next to the cot.’

By sy -

, 7~ ‘
Mother- looked at Cousin Eva gratefully. "Thank you.

My God, what41uxurylh

, "after this war everything is a lurury!" answered -

- \

cousin Exa, wiping her hands against her skirt. 'She then

3
4
i

very gently.tock my coat off,; folded it and put it on

the bed. She sat down then, pulled me towards her, placed

.me between her knees and peered into my eyes, aslif she

)

’
R
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' A
was seeing there a reflection of someone she knew. She ®

3
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pressed me then quickly to aﬁi large, warm bosoﬁ, closed
her eyes and patted ﬁy back ;Ently. "Aaah," she rnicaned .
éédly, "Aaah."
Then she stood up, wiped her eyes with the back of
her hand éné pushed me gently towards the door. When we .

entered the living room the table was set for tea. Father

was talking to cousin Sol in a hushed voice. I could see : V
. A '
that his eyes were very sad. Mother, cousin Eva and I |

sat at the table. Cousin Eva poured the tea into glasses
and handed one to me. I must have looked sad, for she

[

leaned above me with concern. Her eyeglasses travelled

B T I

= to the tip of her nose,

b e o

b " "What's the matter? You don't like it here? You prefer
4t in Russia?" she said. ) . ) ' :
I was not certain that I liked it here or that I liked

it more in Russia. 1 was not certain about anything at

that moment. The only thing Z knew was that all this was

not the way I had hoped it would bé and not thé way I had

-
ol §oom b

imagined. It was{not all bad, and I liked cousin Eva and

Sol even though thyy diq not wear long dresses and straw -

K
:
1
19
13
.

hats. I also knew I did not want to offend them or make
A < 5
them even sadder than they were.
v L 2'
"Y...yes," I said, "I do like it here. But where are

’// the dolls? I was promised dolls when I returned to Poland!" -

P

Cousin Eva stared at me, taken aback, the tip of her

chin pressed aqaiﬂst her throat.
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"Dolls?... Dolls... They were... They were..." she . ,%
stuttered. Then she glanced at Mother ‘and finished rather
hurriedly. "They are in the stores, dear, there are many’
‘dolls in the toy-shops. You will take her to the toy-
shops, Leon, won't you."
But Father was too busy talking to cousin Sol, and he

. did not answer. . : "

At night, my mother told me that cousin Eva had a

little aéughter too, but she had been taken awéy from Her.
"Like my dolls,™ I said. ’

"Yes, like your dolls.”

:
!
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~ 1 hoped that we would go to the toy stores the very
next day. But we did not. On the days that followed, :
Fatﬁé}ﬂand I travelled by fraﬁway and buggy to different B
parts of the city. Father knocked on doors and rang bells.
\ Sometimes the doors remained closed, and sometimes a face :
appeared, stariné at Father suspiciously. "No," they said,
"we moved in here only recently. Never heard." Or they
said, "Yes, vyes,.I remember. vDisaﬁpeared one night, like
so many." .Fathe:ﬁsometimes stopped to read lists that were , 2
posted on poles and vent away saddened. "Nobody left," he ;
sighed. "Who could have imagined? Nobody." F4

He seemed lost and his eyes wandered. His face was.

getting skinnier and darker. Sometimes he stumbled on the -

sidewalk and had to lean against a wall.. I pulled on his

hand and said, "Father, what:s the matter, Father?" -But he

just stared at me éadly and did not answer, as if I too

«

/ . oo
.
v ‘ .




M . 5 ,_; O , ) ‘ ‘M

140 '

were not there. .

. -

Once we boarded a buggy and it kept going for a long
time. After a whi?e,‘I noticed that the houses we passed
. were smaller and stood at increasingly greater'distances
from each other. At one point,.Father said, "Please stop . ‘ o

‘here!" and the buggyman answered, "Nothing to stop here for, -

o

sir » . -
He was right; next to where we stopped, thereiwas
only-a large pile'oflrubbish and fife-blackengd bricks.
"Here stood our house," Féther said. He got off the
buggy and stood next to the pile of bricks with bowed head.
His hat fell off, and a gust of wind carried it ipto a

puddle. But he did.not run‘a%ter it. I climbed down.

e s S ik e

from the buggy and stood next to him. He took my hand in

e

o on 2E

‘v e der . -
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"his and clasped it till it hurt.
"Father," I said, "is that where my nursery was? The

one you locked so well?" ' -

Y

He nodded. "Do you remember, really?" he said,

astonished.

"Yes."

"Your nursery too, my child."

I 'threw myself on the bficgsi "Father, perhaps they
are buried there... my do;ls; Perhaps we can find thenm,
éerhaps we can’ still save them!" I cried. "Lift these

bricks, Father!"

He did not react. I grabbed one of the bricks with

both hands and moved it, then I moved a few more. All I

¢
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saw unéernea;h was more dark bricks. Father pulléd me away.
"There is nothing here, you hear, nothing! Leave
thése bricks alone!" He was gasping and breathing heavily,

and his eyes were bulging.

"There are no dolls under the bricks, you hear, nothing

e G It AbpRA, S

is left: Nothing'" He was almost screaming now, and I was
scared. Then he let go of my hand and stared at the bricks

with:eyes in which there was no hope and almost no expression.

It was as if this pile of bricks made him finmally realize
and believe something that he could not(beiieve'before.

A dull pain and ﬁnger s;oxa into my heart too. So that was P
it! It was all a lie! All their promises were just a -~ .
simple lie and a deception. But I could not tell it to my
father now, for he léoked too saa with his tgafing eyes,
his'hat rolling in the puddle behind him.  So I just pulled

on his hand again, and I hoped it hurt him. Then I started .

. crying'téo. Then Father and I climbed together into the
buggy, where the driver sat_émoking‘a cigarette and\staring
at the empty, sad street.

On the second or third week after our arrival, Father
finallyiiook me to thé‘main street of the city of_Loaz;
The street was called Ulitsa Pyotrkovska, and it'léoked'
as if bombs had ﬁevér ﬁallen on this part of the city at
all. I looked around in wonder, for I had never seen such
tall, massive buildings before, or.sﬁch gleaming, large

]
windows. There was a hotel‘on that street which was called

Grand and which looked very grand indeed. Marble stairs
P
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led to a shiny, revolving door which was f£lanked by two
galms in round pots. A movie house was next to the hotel.
A man on a poster under the marquee looked as if he were
mtr&ing‘to choke é?ﬁlond~haired woman with large téeth, yet
the woman was smiiing. It afl locked very strange and e
very wonderfhl and I stopped in.the middle of thg sidewalk.
Father pulled me by the hand, saying that I could not stand
there forever. We paésed a flower shop andaabooﬁ store witﬁ'
- tall, briéht windows; this too seemed magnificent and
marvellous to me. 5Then we arrived at a coffee shop. I
Just étood in front.of it as if I were nailed to the side-
walk, and no pulling or urging helped Father to budge me

+£rom there, for what 1 saw was a dream come true.

- The window of that coffee shop was dark and sparkling,
huge and ma;vel;ously clean, and it was decorated with : ;
letters and garlands of gold. Inside there stood rouné
vglass tables on curved me;;l legs. Elegantly dressed
ladies in short, narrow skirts sat at the tables, ate cakes
and drank'tea from v\ y thin glasseg. They wore small hats ;
deécorated with stiff feathexrs and thin voileg which ;
descended over their foreheads and eyes, which were large %
and accentuated with black péncii. fheir lips were shargly :
outlined in dark fed and their brows were even and shapgly, - :

as if they were painted on their faces. They held their

long legs to the side of the chair and wore the thinnest

¥

stdckings. Waitresses dressed in black served them from

gieaming serving trays. This was more like the image of
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Poland that I had brought with me than anything I had seen.
"Phis must be Poland now!" I said to Father, but he .
did not understand. "We have been in Poland for the last
' ~~ three weeks," he answered, adding that I behaved like a
- peasént on a ﬁifst visit to a large city, and that people
Qére beginning to géare at me. He pulied me away from ihe
window of the coffee shop.
I had no time to reflect on what he said, for at that

moment I saw what I had been locking forward to seeing from

my first evening in Lodz. A sign above a sﬁop across the
street said, simply, "A Toy Shop" in bold, red and green’
letters. I pulled Father behind me. "Loék, Father, ;ook!

Finally! A toy store!' .

AT e el o

We crossed the Street and I ran to the Qindow ang |
:pressed my faqe againgzxthe«giéss.. It had been a wondéfful
N day, full of surprises, and this was a culmination of them
all. "Look, Father, feal dolls!" I cried, and looked up -
at him‘to—see whether he shared any of my ﬁappiness. But |
he only smiled faintly and absentmindedly, as if his
thoughts were on more importént matters, though what could }'“é
be more beautiful or more important I could not easiiy . ;
v imagine. "Yes, real toy shop and real dolls," he repeated
aimost ﬁechanicaily, and without—any wonder in his voice.

« . But his indifference did not affect me at all.

Already, I was in S world of my own. My eyes raced
¢

up and down as if I wanted to. take in all the contents of

this window at once. I was like a thirsty wanderer in a.

' . ) .
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desert, arriving at:an oasis. I was a princess coming to
take possession of her loné lost kingdom. I could not ‘
believe my eyes: all the,toys'from“my dreams and my

memories were assembled in that window. There seemed to be

no end to these toys. They filled every space in the window,

RSP

every shelf and every box. Red, blue.and yellow parrots.,
v
dangled inside wooden rings, and a red light flickered in a

lantern. <4In the'left’corner stood three small chickens and

above them hung cards with the Three Little Pigs. Stuffed : ;

dogs, cats, bear and mice made of cotton occupied the right

side of the window. On the upper shelf were/displayed

books, and on the lower -- cards sprinkled with golden dust.

Most magnificent, However, were the dolls;‘Which occupied

the center of the display: large dolls in beautiful

R a7

dresses, and middle sized dolls in school~-uniforms, baby-

dolls that were sucking on pacifiers and very tiny dolls for

A
doll houses. I had never imagined £hat there ﬁere SO many

toys in the whole world. I'would havé remained standing ¢

there forever, but Father was pulling on my hand again..

He was saying something about a person he had made a

business appointment wifh’and that we had to hurry aloﬁg. i~ .

T resisited and begged to stay a little longer, but
~ Father insisted; he said the appointment was important for

him. I relented finally, and trotted behind him reluctantly,’

: all the while turning back to catch another glimpse of

L the wonderland that so suddenly and miraculously

" appeared before me. : ‘ T




When, a few weeks later, I was allowed to go out on my

own, I headed for the tgy store rlght away. I was afraid
.lest something had happened to the store in the meantime.

80 many people and things had disappeared in this place,

that a toy store could disappear too. So I ran instead of f

!

walked, and I arrived out of breath. To my reliéf, the
store was still there and as full of wonders as it had been
when I had first seen it. I examlned each one of the dolls
slowly and carefully, and noticed every detail. Some of
the ﬁolls wore-panties and socks; I never‘ﬁad any sbcks
and only one pair of panties. I tried to decide which of
the toys.-I wanted mest. This was not something I could
make a éuick decision about; I wanted them all.

After I had been standing ih front of the windo&,for
a while, I decided to go in. I gasped as I entered, for the

& ;
inside of the store was even more wonderful than the window.

Y

It was a Sesame and I was Ali Baba,;;Tﬁe;e was only one
saleslady in the stor ana no other customers. The sales-
lady loeked like a doll herself. She was dressed in a
dainty;&krilly, wﬂite blouse, had.blond curly hair, blue
eyes and tﬁe reddest painted lips. She wore shoes dﬂ'
thick hlgh heels and moved slowly and carefully, as if
operated by a spring mechanism that was slow1ng down.

The saleslady eyed me curiously up and down. - I
blushed, for\}‘Was dressed in a coat whicﬁ had been given

to me by the Committee for'ﬂar Refugees. The coat was

too large and made me look and feel awkward. My hair’

e e S Wb B AR A P
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looked awkward too, for it was cut short, like a boy's.
The girls here wore long braids with ribbons or ringlets -

. that fell softly to their shoulders.

Something in the pleading expression of my eyes must

—
1

have touched the saleslady, for she smiied kindly.

bk %, B 3 foan 2n Ty S
a

"What is it that you want, little girl?" she asked.

"How much is the tiniest doll in the window?" I said,
. . b v

very fast. "The one in the green frock?"

.

"This one? It's 6n}y thirty'zloty."

I gasped again. What did she mean by 'only ra Thir;y

i

zloty was a lot of moriey. A few days before, Father, Mother v

and I had stopped in front of a confectionery, which

- . Y
‘displayed in its window marvels made .of sugar, créam and

SF T WA A R FR Tl & e B

cake, the likes of which I had not seen or~ta§%ed_even in

~ . ' N .\, - ’ . .
- . my dreams.. Mother licked her lips, and asked Father whether
- . . 2 v U Al -

a

PRy

. we had enough for a cake. He stared at her with great

. astonishment-and Qhked whether she had gone out of her.
mind. Mother was ashamed and turned away from that window ;
'sedly. That cake was thirty zloty too.

"T breathed in and, gathering all my courage, told the

" saleslady that this was more than I had w;th me. "I shall . B

N return when I getimy allowance," I said. '

I felt very important for a minute wher®I said the
word allowance. I read the we}d in a book which I had

, found in4the apartment. Cousin Eva explained the meaning

*

of the word to me, but I suspected it was only in'stories

t

that children received allowances. Whenever I mentioned

1 T
¢ T
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money to my parents, they looked aE me very sternly and

reproachfully and said I should not forget they were only
poor immigrants who had nothing but thg skin on their
bodies. They reminded me that I should be gratefyl for

" the bread and the whité soft rolls we could now have eéeryu‘
day and without rationing cgrds, and for the meat we cduld
sometimes buy. I tried my best to be grateful, but I knew
I wanted a-small doll more than I wanted the goils and. the
‘meat, and that I would sachfice them readily if given the
‘chance.

But no one seemed willing to give me that éhanqe‘or
to buy a doll‘for me. Everyone seemed to have important
matters and concerns on hig pind, and the little money
"there was , was always urgently neeé?d. Cousin éva and
Soi had no time for me. Theﬁ were preparing to leave.
Everybody seemed to be iﬁ constant, feverish motion:
runnfhg, ﬁfeting,.talking, unpacking, crying, laughing,
hugging. So every day I wandered to ﬁlipsa Pyotrkovska ™"~
énd,stood in front of the foy shop for a long time, my
nose p}essed against the thick, cool glaés.

The world stopped existing for me then. I was only
dimly aware of the stream of peéple moving béhiné me,
laughing, talking,tapping with their heels, or of the.
passing traffic and of the other children whé soﬁetimes
briefly stopped next to me, then went on their way. I

. gave names to the dolls in the window: Lalla, and

'Katya‘anq Marysia. I enjoyed locating them each day and

i

;
!
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greeted them as if they were old friends. N ﬂ//";

v

One day, Lalla, my favorite doll, and the one I wanted i‘
mosé of all, had disappeared, and in her place was a ' . §

strange new doll with a vacant expression and heavy legs
made of flesh-coloured material. A sign placed next to

it said the doll was one of the first products of a new toy R
factory operated by the Union of Commﬁnist wOrkers.’ I was 3
very upset and I‘entered the store hoping to find her ]
there. The’salesiady said she had just sold Lalla the . 1

\ I

other day. I wanted to know whether the girl who received ‘

the doll was pretty and rich, whether she had braids with

ribbons and whether she was happy to get it. The sales-

L

lady.looked at me with a bemused expression and said she

o Akl > et 3« K Ty

did not know, for the doll was bought bywan older

-

gentleman who looked like a grasdfather. ; )
o -

I went out saddened and tried to imagine that girl

( \ ,
and I wished I had a grandfather too. I was sure that

girl did not need to wear clothes from the Committee for
War Refugees. I was also sure she had good parentﬁ who

never complained about money and a f;ther with a job. i .
I returned to our apaftment house and went to play in the '

yard. At least here I was like other ¢hildren, for out

.
:
¥

in the yard most of the children had no toys. My new

friend, Halina, did have a doll, but it was old and dirty
Lo and wore patched dressés. I envied HAlina even this old
and dirty doll, for when we played with her we forgot

she was old.  She‘cou1d be a princess |or a gentle’nanny, ‘ .

L4 )
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or a baby: she could be wﬁatever we wanted. I asked
ﬁalina whether we could name her doll Lalla, and she agreed
it would be her middle name, which was very consoling to §
me. | '
Cousins Eva and Sol left Poland and we took possession

of the room with the chandelier. We were_&lso assigned a

couple of tenants, a Mrs. Sarah Lubochinska and her daughter

Sabina, who moved into the third, small room.

RN T

One summer day something‘ﬂuite wonderful and unexpected
happened. . My mother's friend Marysia came for a visit from
the town of Plétsk, where she lived. She arrived carrying

. . a valise and a large square box wrapped in newspapers and

[T

tied with a string. Aunt Marysia was a colourful, happy ’
person and I had loved her since her first visit with us,
in the spring. She entered the apartment bringing with'her_

the smell of bleasant perfume and the 'sound of her vibrant

laughing voice gnd of her heels rapping ggainst the floor.
She marched into the living room as if she was about to
take possession of it, and plaqu fhe box on the table.
I hopped behind her, happy to see her again. \ '
,‘ "It's for you:" she,said, pointing to the box. $he_

sat on the sofa, smiling, pdnting and sweating and fanning

herself with a paper fan. Her eyes had frivolous sparks

.
H
«

in them, and I éuspected that she was pulling my leg.

"For me? Really? What is it, auntie Marysia?"

"Open it and you'll see.”

2

'I hoped it was a doll., Shaking with excitement, I ran

{
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-asténished and unbelieving, hardly daring to breath.

=
- ¢ z’\{"d\ ™ - N

149

to thé kitchen.to fetch a knife. I returned very fast and
cut the striné ;ooSe. Then I took the hewspaber off.
There was a cardboard boxlinsiAe. Marysia helped me 6pen
it. I peeped into the box and sa; something that looked
like a small red roof. Aunt Maiysia put her hands in and

pulled the roof up.° I‘lookee up and saw that it was a

doll'house she was holding in her arms. I stared at her

"A'real doll) house? Is it really for me, aunt

Maiysia?"
\ She laughed loudly. "Of course, yau smaflnidiot,

who else.in this house could.it be for?" - .o

I approached the doll house with awe and touched it
with the tip of my finger, as if I was afraid it would
disintegrate if I touched it y}th my whole hand. The
doll house was made of thin metal that felt cool and

smooth-wheﬁ touched. I stepped back and smiled happily.

., It was a perfect doll house, neither too big nor too small.

It had a living room, a diniﬁg room and a kitchen on the
]

first floor, and two bedrooms on the second. It was
thte on the outside and hadxfour~windows with shutters.
Flower boxes were painted.beneath tye windows. It also
had a fence‘that folded and unfolded and a few sunflowers
were painted oﬁ the side wall.

° "Such happiness, auntie Marysia'” I exclaimed.
"You cannot 1mag1ne how happy I am!

v

When Father returned from town, he klssed aunt
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. ' Marysia, obviously. pleased to éee her. Then he saw the

doll house and turned it‘around appreciatively. "Some doll *
house you've got’here," he said.” "A real pre-war doll

house, I would say." I pranced and danced around the table,
then around the two of them.\.Aunt Marysia looked at me

pensively, then said to Father quietly, "I guess she did

not have a childhood at all."
"No, not at all," Father answered and patted me on
the head. ' . - C

I stared at the doll house for a while longer, then

I examxned the detalls I peeped into the rooms and tested
the shutters. The shutters worked and the fence looked g
lovely around the imaginary garden. The rooms were empty, g?
‘but ,they were wall papered. Round carpets were painted on i
the floors. I threw myself‘on aunt Marysia's neck.

"Thank you so very mugh. From now on and forever,

you ‘are my favorite person."

PRV IOPE

Father helped me to transfer the doll-house to the

o ‘ bedroom and placed it on my night table, next to my cot.

[

‘I stared at it, happy, till I fell asieep.

Aunt Marysia went away, and I remained with the

;
i
1
:
;
‘

empty doll houyse. 1 often sat staring at it, trying to-
imagine how it was going to look furnished, and inhabited

by a family of dolls. I planned to sew the curtains, the

~ blankets and the pillowanfrom scrapg of materials I was

.going to get from the seamstress, Mrs. Novitzka. "But

I needed the furniture -and the dolls before I could do
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that. _

The doll house remained stahdiné on my night table,
apd'I could see it as soon as I woke up. I placed it there
in a way that allowed the rays of sun to come in Ehrouéh
- the small windows, the square frames qf which lay qheir
Qhebkered‘imprints on the floors. Whén_I went to the toy
shopi it was with a definite purpos;: to choose the
furniture and the dolls for my doll -house. After a few
Gisits, I had a detaiied plan and everything, down to the
kitchen cupboard, chosen and arranged. '

In the fall, I started going to school. 1 was looking
forward to it, for I remembered the stories from Father
and Mother's' school days that I haq heard in Rugsia. These
stories were full of pleasant memories of fun and mischief,
ecceﬁtric but kind teachers énd bright classmatés._‘I
thought I would enter into the world of these memorieés as
soon as I crossed the wrought iron gate of the schobl‘and
mounted the stairs, where a severe janitor with’a large'
‘moustache was standing ringing the shiny brass bell.

But things turned out not to be as simple and as
attractive as I thought. Most schools taught religion;
Motherﬂand Father had decided I was not going to learn.
things I did not believe and I ageeed with them. I could

not speak Yiddish.

not go to a Jewish school, for I d
The only alternative wag The Democratig Workers' School,
but enrollment there was limited

hm\\/)”You must understand, Madame,"” Mrs. Urbanska, the,

i
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_Principal, said to Mother. "Our ratio of Jews iA{FOO high.

We are already considered a Jewish school.".

"But I thought that in the new communist regime all
were equal, and it’'did not matter, Jew or non—Jew,' Mother
saiad.

The principal, who wore a gray tunic and sported a

short mannish haircut, started rearranding some papers on

her desk. "This is ali I can tell you, madame," she said

~without raisipg her eyes.

S e e Rt 3

An atmosphere of nervous mourning descended upon our
homef Mother threw me despondent looks, and I'sometimesl . |
felt things would have been better for all ¢oncerned had
'I not been born. The future loom;d bleak and hopeless.
I was a person wh0~ﬁust did not fit anywhere. There were
other children, for whom'things seemed to proceed with ease,
but I was not one of them.

My sglvation came unexpectedly. One day; Father came
home beaming. He had jdst found out that Yezhy Yurchik, ,
who used to be a worker in my grandfather'g factory before
the war, was now a high official in the Ministry of
Education. Father had obtained an interview:with Qim. , i

Mother was overjoyed. She patted me on the head and went

. " to break the news to Mrs. Lubochinska and to Sabena, who

took an active interest in my future. I was to accompany
Father to Mr. Yurchik's office. After all, -he knew me_ag
a baby and this could help my prospects.

Father and I went to see Mr, Yurchik a few days later.
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Hisg officé ;as located in-the nicest building on Ulitsa
Pyotrkovska, not far from the toy shop. We Qent to the

top floor by elevator and were admitted into a sunny room
which was furnished wigh expensive looking antiques. Above

"a heavily sculpted and.gold-bordered commode, hung a

POV

portrait of Stalin. A portrait of Lenin decorated the | ’ §
opposite wall. The President of Poland, Mr.'Byerut, was | |
there too, but in a smaller frame. They ail seemed to be

'smiling victoriously. The man who greeted us had a

victorious smile on his face too. He leaned across the J

desk to ciasp my father's hand, then sank into a leather ‘ !

chair, clasping his hands in front of him. He was a skinny

E]

man with blond hair and blond complexion, and both the %
room and tﬁe chair seemed tqo large. for him. He smiled in ;

a peculiar way and said, "So, Leon, who would have ever

thougﬁt, ah?" ) ’ \kz

Father smiled back, not at all joyfully, I thought;
He glanced appreciatively around ind his eyes rested on
l the gold borders of the frames and the furniture. He
congratulated Mr. Yurchik on his position. They exch;nged
o some memories and mentioned some names, then Father told
| him, stuttering slightly, what he had come for.
 Comrade Yurchik was very obliging.. ,

"But of course, what wouldn't I.do for a son of my

' formgr employer... " he said. "He was like a father to

me, capitalist or not."

Then he rand his secretary, who produced a letter:

Al o
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for us. We parted from Yezhy Yurchik and went down the .
street. I tried to pull my father to the toy shop; but he
scolded me, saying s&methinq about the seriousness of the
matter we had attended .to and its importance for my future
and that I should stop being such a child.
With-tﬁeietter ip hand, Mother led me back to Mrs.
Urbanska's-office. On the way there shé muttered, "Wwho
would have thought we would have to face this. Wa‘ndght,,ugm‘;;»¥qu;_M

as well have remained in Russia." Ali flushed, she knocked ‘-~

on the principal's door. She handed the letter to her
and the principal read it attentively.

"My God, a letter from Comrade Yurchik himself!" she

said respectfully. "We'll make a place for her, even if
we don't have any."

That, evening we celebrated with a chicken dinner.
After dinner we invited Mrs. Lubochinska and Sabina for
tea. We clinked glasses and a%l drank to my future.

m‘ The next day I went to school, but it was not the
same as in my parents' stories. ~Thé children looked at
-* me as if-I were an animal of an unknowpn species, and they
laughed at my shornlhair and at my clothes. \The teacher
seemed neither eccentric nor kind. She had tightly pursed
v : lips and wore her hair in a bun that jutted up above her
heavy neck, which was covered with bristly gray hairs.

She asked me whether I knew the irregular verbs. I did

L - not even know what verbs were, and she gave me a long

list to memorize for the next day. The girl who sat !

' ' -

Ly ‘
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next to me asked what my surname was and then said I must
be Jewish, a "zhydovka". She said it scornfully and I
1ldbked at her hurt and surprised. In Russia nobody seemed

inteyested in surnames and the kind,Uzbecks of Samarkand

were not interested in my nationality at all. We were jus£ .

refugees andupon refugees there. But Poland was my motﬁer-
iand and I thoughg I was not a refugee and a stranger any-
more.

I came home sad and disappointed. I sat and stared at
my .dpll house, but its empty interiors offered no con-
solation. Tﬁe.yard was empty, the other kids were at.
school. I knew.suddeniy that I must do something about +
this doll house, that it just could not stand there useless
and empty, but .nothing came to my mind. So I curled up
in my bed and cried. o

_About the time I started‘going to schdai, my  father
'started his new job in the Government Institute of Salvage
andlaecyéling. He bought an elégant, dark suit and a tie

for himself. In the mornings, he shaved carefully and
sprinkled cologne all over his face and neck, so that he
smelled nice. Mother laughed at him a little and said

he smelled like a small flower garden. She also asked
whether there were any pretty ladieslworking at his office.,
But I thought this was so much nicer than when he was a
truck driver in Russia and smelled of gasoline and alcohol.
» T liked the way he looked now. When he boughkt a new

briefcase with brass initials, he looked awfully impressive.

4
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Even the’janitor noticed and addressed him as "Sir Director." |
The Sriefcasewﬁsmade of real leather and smelled pleasant

too. One day, Father came home smiling broadly and i
announéed\that the janitor was right, for he had been 3
nominated director of his department. When he looked at—
himself in the oval mirror that evening, he thrust his chest o k

forward a little and lifted his shoulders. N "

About a week after his announcement, my parents

. entertained guests for the first time. They bought vodka,

\

sweet liqueurs and cold cuts. ‘Mother bought a new dress

- for the occasion, and black shoes with metal buckles and '

t . high heels. She had her eyebrods plucked thin and her . .
eyelashes dyed with henna and she looked like an aged |
actress in a silent‘film.”'ﬁather put.on his new suit and .
a tie with thin silver spripes. Seeing all these purchases, -
I gatheféa all my courage and asked Mother whéther I cpuld, ‘
perhaps, get some furniture for the doll house. But ther
said thét what . they were buying.was not a luxugyv‘thqt it
was a necessity, that if one Qanted to get a@eéd anywhere
.in this wdrld, one needed to "iook good” and to maintain
"good relations with people." She said that furniture for
! b? a doll house was something only riéh peop}e could afford.

The guestsnbrought cakes in white cardboard boxes

"
%
.

P

. tied with shiny thin ribbons. I knew those cakes. They
were the ones that cost thirty zloty each, and I stared
at them with awe and respect. Each could buy a small doll.

I was served a mushroom that had a leg of meringue, white
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cream insiée the }eg, and a red head dotted with tiny
cream spots. That mushroom tasted of heaven. To eat it
all at once seemédﬁlike a sin and a sacrilege; I wrapéed

: the cream-filled lég in a.éapkin and hid it‘in the kitchen
of my doll house. 4
When Father was installed in his new office, he
invited mé to come in to see it. The offige was bright
and large and resembled’ the office of comrade Yurchik.

Stalin, Lenin and President Byerut were hanging here too.

The portraits were smalier, though, and not as smiling, o
as if the Institute for Salvage and Reqycling was not a
place to,smilé that éadiantly. The frames were not
v bordered with gold, but the room had an enclosed balcony
~of its own and thin, white-curtains hung in-the wide . ;
windows. PotQ of red geraniums stood on the windowsill.
. A secretary came in and watered them carefully from a

brass can. Father sat at a massive desk of dark wood.

His armcha}: was deep and looked comfortable, and hig\namg
was engfavéd on a brass élate in cursivé, calligraphed é
letters. t -

After I touched all the knobs and buttons on his desk
and lifted.a telephone receiver to check whether the

b

phone was real, I sat in a chair across from Father

and stared at him. Was it really my father sitting

there, so good looking and so important and so different

“

| from the way he had looked just about a year ago, in

Russia? So finally my father had a nice office
"o . .

u
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and work that he seeped-to like. For as long as I could
remember him, he haé done things. that I kneq he did nét want
to do and did not like. | ) |

As soon as we ;rrived in Russia, he was mobilized into
%he°army. He did not want to go to the army, and he tried
tb convince the bfficer who came to our house that he wouldn't
do any good there, that he was an artist, that he was not
' material for the army at all. But he was taken away and
sent us pictures of‘himself in a uniform and a hat with
flaps that loocked like ass's ears.

When he was released, he started working as a truck
driver for a bakery, and he did not like that either. He
came home after his first day on the job as if he were
the baker himself, for he was white to the eyebglls and
when he sat down q}oudSnof flour came from him, and we all
spat and sneezed. He did not like thangob‘bééause the
drivers at that bakery stole and pressed him to steal too,

which he did not want to do. Then all the drivers got

fired from that bakery for suspected theft, and Father was oo

fired too. Mother said to him then, hYou sgé the reward
that you got for your honesty. Next time you won't be.

so honest.™”

He» did notldisappoint her: for his next "work" was
in smuggling éontréband, and he really hated that. But he
had to do it, for he could find no othe¥ job.""Red Yankl,™

the driver, came with an offer and talked about it

enticingly. Father refused adamantly at first( but then Mother
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said to him, "You'll be stubborn, and we shall die-of

hunger,"” and that convinced him to take the job.

Redlxénkl intreduced Father to "Ahmad the Blind"
o »

who knew thé'mounﬁﬁins the way .one knows the palm of one's i

hand, and the three of them drove an old battered truck

\

in which they travelled -through mounﬁainoﬁs, wild - terrain.

Father's face wds tense and unhappy at that time. He

<

often came hqme\érunk; I heard him stuﬁbling on the .stairs
and asking, "Does Leén live here?" whicH might havgvsounded

L . . v
funny, except that it§jfas not. He wore stained’overalls,

a

and when he tried to.kiss me, He smelled of alcéhol,
N . \ _
7 . -
£

Father looked at me from across the desk, 'smiling,

gasoline and tobacco. Yo

"What's this wandering look if your eyes? Where -

asked. AN

»

have,your thoughts tfavelled?f h

4

* “Back to Samarkand,” I safd. "I remembered tpé jobs

Y ' .3
that you Feld there, and the’ cabin of the old battered

o
truck."” ) . . $

* y

Father laughed loudly. "And.the way 1 came home from

tie bakery all white...,"

-t

"Phis #o00."

>}£hat a difference!"” - T

“Yeant®

o

4

Father\asked me to come over to him. [He p;acéd me
" on his kneiﬁ-and'patted my head softly. Then he rang a
.. bell, and h}s’%ecretary came‘gn,'her HJEls clicking on

cTe . .
the tile floor. He asked for some tea and cookies, and
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she brought them in after a while.- I returned to my seat" -

and drank my tea seriously, the way adults do, taking in
. quiet sips‘én& without slurping. Father sat across from me,
! ’ . L - ’ } 3
drank his tea too, and we smiled-at each other.
My mother began working too, and I frequently reméined
home all alone. I still wandered to the store; though not ;

A
,‘ as frequently as before. More and more of the old dolls "

disappeared from the display, and the new ones were all l A
made by the new factory and were not the kind of dolls that ‘
i‘womld want to have. ‘One wore a red kerchief on her neck, - f

_another wore ovaralls and held a hammer. As the old dolls |
"left, I felt sad. It was like parting from old friends. I K
This also meant that there were more and more girls receiving
dolls, and that I was not one of them. .
And so, my doll hoyge remained empty. i'was a little

. ~
better dressed now,'for%Mother had some of the clothing

\4
that we had received from the committee converted to fit
me. But whenever she paid the dressmaker, she made such a

! .
fuss about it that I never dared to ask her for even the

tiniest doll. When I didlmention a doll once, she told me
I w;s a big blunderbuss and shéﬁld'be.eyeing boys instead

of desiring little dolls and furnisHings for a doll house.
I was hurt and astonished. I could not see how she could

‘;ake this kind of comparison; the boys in my class had
pimgies and freckleés and were not'much to 103k at.

"Disgusting is what they are!" I told her and decided

not to bring up the subject of 4911; with her anymore.

),.. . o ‘ '

- . . . v
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WﬁiIe my doll house stood bare and neglected, things

were getting lively in our home. We had a telephone

- installed, which was a rare privilege. Mother had new

acquaintances who wore elegant clothes and to whom she
talked'very sweetly, using many diminutive words like
"darling," "loved heart" and "treasure." Father talked
office and business, walking back and forth around the.
télephone, repeating and stressing many words. Mother
bought sardiﬁes, vodka and dry sausage to 'serve to guests,
who were frequently dropp;ng by in the evenings.

\ It was on the occasion of one of those visits that
1 féund my first fiffy zloty banknote. While Mother and
Father entertained a dinner gquest in the living room, I
went to the bedroom to search the clo;et for a dregs to
wear to school next day. When I opened the door of the
‘closet, a shaft of light fell on its floor and I saw,
lying there, a red fifty zlbty noté. The face of an old
gentlema; stared at me from tﬁat banknote; he was
smiling at me kindly and curiously,-as if he were
dhallenging‘and warning me at the same time. I stargd
back at him greedily and with surprise. 'The banknote must
have ‘fallen froq Mother's or Father's coat pockei.

I crouched and reached out my hand to take the bill,

but I drew it back right away. What if... I hesitated..

- At first I wanted to leave it there and férget about it.

ﬂéghat gentleman had sharp eyes, which could be kind, but

which held some strange power, and T felt that‘the power

n
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was not all benign. I was tempted, and yet afraid. But then,
I turned to face the room and I saw my empt? doll houéek I
knew that in that closét lay two little dolls in~£he shape
of a square piece of paper. It was an opportunity that .

. . )

might not fepeat,itself that soon. I made my decision fast.
@

Facing the closet I crouched again, took the bill into my
hand, crumpled it, threw it to the dark corner at the rear

! of the closet and pushed it even deever with the tip of

+ it

my shoe. Then I closed'the ciééet door as quickly and as
quietly as I could and, with my heart pounding, sat on
the bed. I touched my cheeks: they were hot. My hands
were sweating. I was strangely excited; afraid and yet
happy.

i I decided to risk nothing and leave the money there

B R i e P SV

for 5 while, till all the danger was over, till I could
be sure. Then I went to my desk to do my homework. The ' ‘ '
lamp on the desk seemed to give a warmer than usual glow, . é
’ and the doll house seemed to smile at me contentedly. ) g
I regarded my parents tensely the next morning. {
They went to work as usual. 1In the evening, i waited ) |
shakily for their return. I thought they Qould ngtice the E
loss instantly, though I hoped they wouldn't, Fiftg . ‘ | ’
zloty appeared to be such a large sum of money; when the
' dressmaker had asked Mother fifty zloty for ;n alteration

. of a dress for me, Mother came out with such an outcry

that I was sure the dressmaker was robbing her of her

| R i ) ,
last penny. She f%nally brought the price down to forty
\

] |
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zloty and came out looking victorious. The dressmaker

sighed when she took the money, and I felt sorry for. her:
she lived in one small room and looked poor. T
To my surprise and secret joy, neither Mother nor !
father mentiohed any loss. Thei; lives went on as usual,
éompletely unaffected by the absence of the fifty zloty
bill. When the end of that week came, I knew that the

banknote was mine. '

g

So, on a Satugdaj‘morning, as soon as Mother and q‘ \
Father left, I opened the closet and peeked into the . —\
corner. The bill was there and as red as_the Russian ‘
flag. I grabbed it fast, and, lifting my skiét, tucked -
v . g

it into my underwear. From there, I transferred it to 4 i

my pillow case, then I went to school. I let it rest

in the pillow for two more days. It rustled pleasantly
and dangerously when I touched the corner of the pillow
case where it was hidden. Soon it was going to be con-

verted into one or two little dolls. ‘ -

i
¥
N
i
i
i
i
i
!

On Monday afternoonfgas soon as my parents left,
I went to the pillow and topk the bill out, stealthily
pué it in my coat ﬁocket and sneaked out of the‘house.
In the street, I walked close to the walls. It.seemed ty
#ge that what I had just done was written all over me; L L v
My face kept getting hot, cold, then hot again. I
hoéed_l would not meet anyone I'knew.' It took ages. to

get to the toy shop.

As sogn as I walked into the shop, however, all

. o :
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my fears and apprehensions Qanished as if touched by a
magic spell. Everything was quiet, orderly and colourful

here, and the saleslady wore her pleasant smile and her

frilly white blouse. When she leaned above me, her generous

-

bosom hovered just above my head protectively. All of a
buddep I felt safe, important, pretty, wise and rich.

1 was) finally, a customer, not only a pitiable lgsker
into windows. The dolls stared enticingly at me from
the‘sﬁeIQes as if askéng to be bough# and I smiled back
at them. | '

"So, little girl, have you received yoﬁr allowance
yet?" she asked. ,She regembered me! I felt h;ppier and
even moré important.

"Yes, I 4id!" ;-said, and I pulled the fifty zloty

bill from my ‘pocket, looking af it expectantly. With a

" touch of disappointment I remarked that she was not too

—~——

impressed with my red biilt It might not be such a big
\;;Efafter all. as if to reconfirm my suspiciah, she‘said
ébat I could not have very much for that money.' I said
that I did not want very much, that all I wanted was the
tiny doll in the green frock, whoﬂsat at th;’edge of

the window. I grabbed the saleslady's hand and pulled
her out of the store to point the doll to her. "I.have

a doll house, you see!l™ I ;aid loudly, so.that the girl
who sfqod\next tome just then could bear.i The girl did

glimpse at me enviously, and the saleslaé& said with

mock seriousness, "Oh, so you have a doll house too.

#
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How very wonderful!" Then she reentered the store, took a

bk e Ll

long pole, fished the doll from the window, took it off the
¢ P

metal hook and handed it to me.

I took the tiny doll with my two fingers and put her
Qentlydin tﬁe palm of my othe? hand. She was truly délightj
ful. Although she was very small, her eyes opened and
closed, and she had a sweet face, and arms and legs that
moved. The saleslady suggested that for. the. twenty zloty

- .left I should buy a small wooden bed, and I agreed by ib

nodding to her, not daring to let my eyes off the sweet ‘ N 1

doll. .

P

"I shall name her Malla, the little one, for she is

0

8o small,” I told the saleslady when she handed the bed

to me, and she acknowledged the information with a solemn

PETISYE X WL P

nod. When I lifted my face to look at her again, I saw ;
that she was staring at me thoughtfully. Her mouth curved
down as if she was going\yb cry. I _thought it was because

she too did not like to.bé parting with her dolls.

R A

- v '
I left the store a/happy person. I carri the bed ‘ .
: ¢

with Malla in it in my arms all the ‘way home, and so many

Vo airan

people in the street émiled and chatted with me that my t
ﬁappiness was completéu It was a sunny, warm day, and l
- thé leaves Epat fell off the chestnut trees that lined
Narutovitcha street gave it a. pleasant glow. They rustled
under my feet as.I walked , And it was as if I'were ‘
treading upgn a rich, orange-red carpet. .I looked up:

\ the trees were making friendly noises at me.when the
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wind moved their branches. The windows of the tall houses
. C e
gllstened gaily, like many bright eyes, and the giant gray

flgures that carried a balcony on their backs seemed to

o

- be.looking,at me from above with a glee. The world
approved of my purchase;
When I came home, I placed the bed in the little
‘bedroom and étood watching it. Then I folded a hand-~ =
kerchief in four and covered the little doll. I could

see how lovely the‘doli house would be all furnished and

with a family of dolls living there. I was now one step
closer to the realization~of my dream. ‘I knew I Aid not , i
want Malla to be an only child, like me. I wanted Malla
to have a sister she could play with, a Mother who would )
take care of her and a Father who would read books to her
- ’ and help her with the homework.

Before I wen£ to sleep, I turned the déll house

towards me, so that I could see Mala in her bedroom. The

memory of the way I obtained the fifty zloty was gnawing

v inside me, but my happiness made me disregard and forgep ' i
it. I was also pleased with the waf my pérents took my" ‘ \\\\

announcement that the doll was ‘a present from a school

friend. Father yent on reading his newépaper, and Mother o

just nodded. I could sleep peacéfully.

But Mala's presence in the doll house made the other

.
5
3
£
3

rooms appear even emptier by comparison. I searched the

closet floor diligently,.but no one seemed inclined to

lose.any,more bills for my sake. Then, one day, as I
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was staring dreamily into the warm, dark interior of the

closet in which hung my parents' coats and suits, without

s . -t

even th{nking I put my hand into Mother's pocket. Quite.
a few bills rustled in that pocket and I closed my fist on
one and pulled it out. Just then I heard Mother's steps,

and I repeated my manouever: I crumpled the bill into a

PR

ball and threw it into the dark corner of the closet. I

was shaking when she entered the room, but the room was

dim and she did not notice my confusion. When she had

v g, ok T

gone, I crawled into ﬁhe closet and saw that tﬁis time
it was a brown 100 zloty bill, and the gentleman whose
portrait stared from it appearea quite‘preoccupied with
other than my theft matters, for his eyes stared boldly
and confidently ahead. - \

But I was not aé bold and confident as he was, and thé‘

days that followed were not very serene for me. In the

1 " morning I ran to school thinking about the 100 zloty bill..
During the classes my mind Qandered to the closet in féar, '
worn;‘and anticipation. My-mother's stern and unforgiving

face haunted me constantly. The teacher caught me o

inattentive and placed me in the corner. When I came home
I scanned Mother's face, searching fdr signs of suspicion,
anger or sorrow. I eavesdropped on her conversatiens with

Father. I lived in a state of great tension for more than -

two weeks. : )

One day, when the coast was clear, I dared to peep

into the closet. Then, very cautioﬁsly, I crawled in and
' ’ '
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rolied the crumpled paper ball out of the corner. I smoothed

it out on the cloégt floor and placed it in the pocket of
my’éoat. Then I put fgé coat on, slipped out of the room
and ran straight to the toy-shop.‘ "I've got it!" I waved
the 106 zloty bill at the saleslady. "An uncle from ﬁarshay;
came for a visit and gave it to mé&" ‘

*Wonders never cégse!“ she said and appeared almost as

pleased as I was. She lay before me, on the wide counter,

a large selection, of small dolls and furnitﬁre. I stared

at them the way a thief stares at his loot, carefully and

greedily. After much deliberation, I chose a few pieces

of furniture for the livipg room and one small doll. The
saleslady wrapped my purchases in pretty paper decorated

with smiling children's faces and tied the parcei with a

thin pink ribbon. It was the end of her last spool, she

said, a remnant from "the good old days.;

My parents were not at home when I came back with the
parcel. I turned the doll housegarognd so that one couia\'
not see the interiors. I named the second dolf Meela —-
the pleasant one. | ,

It was fall then, and it rained frequently. The.
mornings were gray and grim, promising pothing but rain.

he afternoons were graf; grim and wet. The tall dark
chimneys of the many textile factories of Lodz poured
out clouds-of smoke and soot and laid dirty haze on the
city. Our apartment sﬁelled of humidity, soap and food.

Only my doll house was beau%iful, bright and clean.

st e, ﬁ%

- ..
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I sewed curtains and blankets from scraps of cotton, and
. N

1

\
rugs from pieces of thin felt.
room and read books I had made for them,

Hans Christian
Andersen's stories reaffirmed my belief that toys had lives
s

and souls of their own and could experience happiness,
sorrow and pain.

N

" I became much happier then myself. My marks at school
were better, and' I liked the way I looked, -for my hair

grew, and . I could put a barrette above my ear.

I did not

*

plan any more expeditions into my mother's pockets.

But
just then, qnite unexpectedly, an oportunity presented

L4

itself and.a temptation I was not strong enough to resist.
It was when one evening I came into the living room and
saw Fagher count;ng money which was piled before him on
the table.

He divided the banknotes into smaller bundles,
which he then tied with elastics. I sat across frbm him

\

and watched him count the money with great interest.

The
table.

bills were large, red and green, and I saw 500 and I000
written on thgy. There were thousands of zloty on that

Suﬂdenly, the telephone rang in the hallway, and
Father went to answer it. I got up very gquickly and
snatched a bill from the largest pile.

Then I pushed it
under the carpet just as quickly. I ran to the chair
and sat down stiff and shivering and tense.

I was
- amazed at myself; I was becoming a prbfessionai thief=
and I knew what their end was.

3]

The dolls sat in the living

T - Mm’
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.with my blanket, I needed a new plan, and a few days

170

Father came back and returned to his counting. I was
shaking inside. .fhe gize of the bill and the magnitude of . é
my crime frightened me. I did not like that feeiing, and
R wished I had not taken the bill. But it could not be
undone. Tﬁking money from Father was somehow diffe#ent(f%
from taking it from Mother, for my father had weary, sad
eyes that seémed’to hide some.great sorrows, and I frquéntly
felt sorfy for him. At my age he was already an orphan.

But then, I thought, Fathey had all this money to count,

and he never gave me any. He never gave me any presents.

He should have known how much I wanted the dolls and the Ao

furniture. He should hav%them for me. These

thoughts made the burden of my offence easier to bear an

s

to think about. I became calm enough to stand up and
march to the bedroom, where my doll house was standing
waiting for me. Outside, the full m0ﬁ$ looked like a
large golden coin:

There remained the matter of hiding and disposing
of the money. It was a 500 zloty bill and I ha% never
held a bill that big in my hands. The gentleman that
stared from it had a long beard and fierce, piercing . .
‘ey;s, and I did nbt like him staring at me for too long.

I ﬂid the bill in the pillow again. Its stuffed corner
lookea like a SET?; little horn. I covered the pillow .

.- ! '
after I came up with one.

According to the plan, I was to march into the
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corner grocery store, where we did not usually shop, and
buy some provisions there, which I did. I bought bread

and sausage and received 350 .zloty change. Then 1 weht out N

s e B mT

to the street, where I was to dispose of the bread. I

found a waste basket attached to a pole of a lantern, and
. looking left and right threw the bread in. The bread
landed on a bunch of newspapers. But something was not

7

loaf of e bread, and it smelled fresh and delicious;

righf it:;t throwing the bread away. It was a shapely‘

=3
RIWP

I suddenly remembered‘how hungrily I ate the small slices
of rationed black bread in'Russia._ A memory of the bakery‘

where Pather worked returned too. He -had smelled like

this bread when he came after work. I fighed the bread - ’ :
out of the waste basket and:put it back into ;he shopping

. net. Then I went to the small park next to St. Boniface's
church. I éat on the bench, broke a piece off the loaf,

and ate it with thé sausage. A few pigeons were walking

and proudly on the gravel path as if it belonged

,to thew. ™ I crumbled some bread for them. One of them had {
a red eye that seemed to be observing me suspiciously. o !

.
TN

I threw him a larger crumb and went home. Whatever ' A
" remained.of the bread went to the pantry; I knew Mother
was absent-mlndedenough not to notice. " ;
' A few weeks later, my doll house was almost completely ¥
furnished; I had a family of mother, father and two’

daughters 11v1ng in it comfortably. I had to order ﬂhe

Father doll, for they had none in the store. He had a

* 4
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, \ .
girl doll's face, but was wearing a black suit and a tie. Y

It looked very funny. But the whole family together‘loeked_ s
just magnificent when seated around the dining room teb;e. ;
I formed fOOd///\\\f plast1c1ne and bread paste, used D ' !

thlmblés as cups and cut plates out of Stlff white card—

board. ‘ a , o X o
’One day Pather stopped next te me as I was p}aying

with ;he dolls. I was apprehensive and ecared for a ’

¢

o moment. What if he looks too closely and becomes i }
'

- 74

f ” P |
suspicious...? I looked at him from the corner of my eye.

He stood there with a look of surprise on his face, as

o

if he was seeing the doll house for the first time. Then

he said, softly, "Let's eee what you haye got there," " . .
and he crouched next to me. His face was next Fb mine
’as he ‘peered cufiedsly inside.’ I gave him a shorit tour
of the doll house and introduced the dolls to h1m4 He , i ’

too found the Father doll very droll and we 1aughed ’ 0", g
together, Then hevssaid, "You have got there a nicer v
,house than ours." I" nodded, a little proudly and a little | . ;
sadly. Then Father said, suddenly and?dnexpectedly, that

o )

what he thought this little house really needed now was

¥

a

electricity.

"Electr1c1ty?%wﬁ I exelalmed I'had never even _ o

3

- ' considered suchiathingfeaslble. "Who - could 1nsta11 . o

electricity in my doll house?! " %
b . . ) . .

"I shall install it for you," Father said, as if it

‘a
v, bd

o J N - o
L were a small matéks"pr him;, indged, and he promised to
4 * ] . , * !
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buy the tools and the materlals.
y I was very %appy. My own Father was g01ng to 1nstall'~ R
‘ electr1c1ty for\Te! Lifé& did haye some pleasant surprises
for me tocol! I ;héught guiltily about tﬁé 500 zloty, but ‘ i
ihere Qas,nothing I could go about it now.
Father came home from workuone evening and bfought . N
the thin wiress the tiny bulbs;\ihe screwdrivers and the ' b
wire cuéters. Soon after supper, he stiarted working Qn-the A
doll house. He sat on the floor cross-legged and looked
iike a little boy. " He smiled to himself as if he was

trying to figure ‘out the best way to install the electrical

system. | I looked at him and hardly recognized him. We
both sat on the floor, with the doll house between us, and_
I handed him the tools and the wires he needed.

It was very quiet. Mother was away at a Union of

Newspaper Employees' meeting, and there were no noises

S

/‘“"'“.7'-“*- F e i R Sl ';n».u-?;. ok o
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coming from the yard. The radio was playing qufétly in the

other room and Father‘séid, "Now the clippers and now the
) * B
drill and now the small nails.". Iiasked him whether he had

l . ever done electric installation 1A a doll house, and he
t . answered that he had once tried, for a small girl he' was
in love with , but that he had messed up her doll house
b ‘ S 1nstead and lost all his chances, He smiled cockily at - | CL 4
° the.memory. It was ‘the first tlme Father had told me . %

# \\\\\! anything about himself as a boy and I was happy and ' :

; curious and I wanted to know more about him and the
g 4
3 ~ T little girl he was talking about. I tried to imagine
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how a girl he was in love with looked, and I asked him . \
whether she looked a little like me and he said yes,that ' ’
she did, but I was much prettier. A} laqghed and rolled

on the floor merrily. Theh i began worrying lest he would

-

mess up my doll house ﬁoo,lbut he said he had grown up

-~

-

since and gained much experience yith his trucks.
Nevertheless, I was not totally convinced he could really
do it, that it was at all possible.
At the end of the evening the tiny bulbs were /’
installed in all the rooms and Father said;‘ "Let's see
now!" and inserted thé plug into the electrical outlet.

The little rooms were lighted as if by magic.

- I turned off the electricity in the bedroom, and the ) S

doll house shone and_ sparkled in the dark. The doll . . ' X
family®sat around the dining.table, well dressed and |
smiling, the rooms were neat and well furnished and

upstairs cozy bedrooms with blankets énd curtains thgt

I had sewn waited for them. It was alwonde;fu} moment.

I locked up at Father. He too was smiling, stooping ¢

slightly abod@ the doll house. The lights illuminated

his face, and his eyes shbne in the dark. He had a

handsome profile. "You see, this time I did not mess

it up!"” he‘said-groudiy. I put.my hand in his, and
we both stood there sileétly for-a-long while. \
Because of the dol%ﬁhouse,rI became a very
popular person. All my friends from school ‘wanted to é

w

see it and made pilyrimages to'my house after classes.
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They were obviously envious, which gave me a feeling of

impo:ténce. They stayed for hours to play. We arranged
‘\\\>wg§dings; birthday parties and outings to the balcony.
.. We read books to them. We told them about a gchool they
were goﬁng to. attend whes they were grown uo. After a
. while the children from the yarﬁ started coming too,and
I was never 1lonely.

7

Emboldened by my success, I continued my hunt for
‘money. All of a sudden, there was plenty of money rolling

—

-

[

around. Once, Father left 'his wallet in the bathroom, and

I-found it lying on the small shelf. Mother frequently .
"left change on the kitchen table and forgot all about it.
I began forgetting to return the chaﬂge from the grocer '
and no one remembered to ask for it. I was ﬁow receivfng é
a small allowance from my parents, but it was only enough :
. for candy. I urgently nééded more things for éhe dolls.
Malla needed a carriage, Father doll could use a small
car; my own Father was about to get one from tﬁe office.
Money was slowly accumulating in the pillow case. .
One everiing 1 decided to withdraw some money from

my "account." The saleslady had told me fthat the very

nice carriage that she had in the store was the last one

'in stock. It cost 200 zloty and was a major investment.
/ ' But I imagined Malla in the carriage and no sum of money
‘ seemed too large an investment. .

On that evening I brushed my teeth, put my nightie

on, said "Goodnight" to my parents in my sweetest’ and
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most innocent Aroice, and left.them listening to the radio-
in the 1living room. ‘Then htered the bedfoom, closed the

door tightly and sat on my bed. I pulled the pillow out,

un_,fastened the pillow case and emptied its .contents on the’

mattress. Then I stretched the blanket over my head.

I felt like one of the forty thieves entering Sesame and

eyeing the‘ir loot. I was surprised at the quantitv of

money I had. I could not believe I had accumulated that.

much. I fingered the bills, listened to thém rustling,

examined the familiar faces of the old gentlemen. I \
. ’ .
forgot all danger and all caution.

_All of a sudden, I heard a squeak. Startled, I froze

under the blanket. I heard the door opening. I slid
v .
down on the bed very fast, drew the cover up to my chin

and lay straight and stiff like a mummy. I saw Father

in the door, his dark figure standing out of the white

54

background. He was looking. straight at me. I felt the
. <>
money rustling under me and around me. I tried to Yook
>~ .
as relaxed and innocent as I could and I even made an

{
unsuccesful effort to smile. Father ¢ontinued .staring

at me, strangely serious and inmibﬁile. 1 hopea he: would

go somewhere, away /:from my bed. Hé did not. He must have

noticed my fast movements-or my fr_i_ghtened' eyes, for he
looked suspiciously at me and said,"What's the matter
with you? What have you got there?!" and he started

for
walking towards me in measured steps.

T clung to a last hope.- "Nothing, Father, really."

et
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Father stood by my béd. I krnew I was lost. I started

"colléctinq the bills feverishl& under the blanket, trying. .

to sweep them under me. i'érabbed a fistful and held jt
in my burning hand. T femembe;ed'God, all of a ssudden, and
summoned his assistance in a short, frantic pra?er.
I clos}gtmy eyes, hoping thhér wogld not be there wheh I
opened theﬁ again. But he was there. Before~I could bat
and eyelid, he grabbed the edge of my b anket and égiled

- /

it off me. W ‘

I stared at Pather, frightened. His eyes became

very big and his pupils got very small. At that moment
AN . he too looked frightened. I thought he would stﬁ}t
*

yelling. But he just stepped backwards and leaned against

the door of the wardrobe. He squinted and frowned. Beads

of sweat appeared on his forehead. Slowly, as in a daze,

w)
he walked back towards the bed and gathefed a few bills.

| He kept turning them in his hands in disbelief, then

drogped them to the floor. He started pulling the bills
from under me and-was counting sléwly.

¢
two hundred... three.
I just lay there immobile for an endless while,

feeling cold, then hot, all over, my mind empty of

o thoughts, watching Father count the bills, moving
backwgrds, moving forwards again, lifting the bills,
counting, dropping them on the floor. This was very ,
|, ' , frightening and I s;arted crying.

. .

Finally Father started talking and his voice sounde

e s e o omne

"‘One hundred... ""“‘
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sﬁrangely hoarse, as if it.were comihg from somewhere deep /
within him. |
' "And what is that?" he said, trying to control the

w } ,
ahger that showed in his-eyes, and as if he were.still

hoping for an explanation that would make some sense to

him, '

I did nof answer.

"What is ail this mdney?"qie demanded, the noté of
distresg in his voice now clearer.

I started sobbing loudly.

/ﬁﬁz%% "‘here did you get all this money from? Ah?" He was

shaking the headboard of the bed forcefully.

I began crying even louder. "I don't know, Father,

R § don't know." I did not know which words I should use
to tell him.
"But I'want to know, and right now!"

He was screaming now and his voice had a shrill, cold

~

’ tone. I knew I had to *ell—haipnaw.

"F... from.pockets, Father, y?urs and Mother's."
Father stared at me, mute..‘He placed his hand on his
4 forehead and covered his eyes. He stood like this for a
while, immobile, éi{ent. The sileqce*was as difficult
for me ;o bear as hiéwquer. My thoughts were movinbv
tumultuously inside my head, and my head ached as if it
could‘not'confain them., Then I saﬁ ﬁhe door opening siowly,
. and Mother came in. I knew she offered no salvation, but
I looked at her pleadingly.' She remained standing at the

[3
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. door, and she watched me accusingly, sternly, waiting for
. ‘msgxplénations. I shriyelled inside and curled up)on my bed
Father took his hand from his eyes. He noticed Mother and
waved her away. She leftfthe room. I followed Faéher'g
movements anxiously. j
He stood thefe ndﬁéing his head for a wq}le, his chin
cuppéd in his hand, hié eyes distant, iike those of a
religious Jew at praxér. Suddenly, for he must havé made
a decision, his hanq/moved from his chin to the middle
button of hisgjackéé It stayed there a minute, then
slowly, his hand sélverlng, he unbuttoned the jacket and
took it off, all'@he while looking away from me. Then
his hand travel}ed to the brass buckle of his belt.
I'startea shivering and' opened my eyes wide with '
fear. My Father was g01ng t&belt me! T had never been
belted in my life, though Mother sometimes hit me with

towels and/plllowcases in the past. But my Father...

Shrivelleé and curled into a ball, I retreated to the

farthesy/place on the bed.

I/stared at Father with horror. His face was tense
/

and, bmmoblle, like a wooden mask. His skin was stretched

v

oveﬁ/hls face- bones tightly and the stubble on hlS face
/

laoked stiff and sharp, like a thousand dark pins. Hé&

yndid the belt buckle, .then slowly pulled the'belgxout
N .
féf the pant hoops. . »\\\\\\\\\\

» ' //Q I closed my eyes. It was so quiet that I could hgéi
/ Father's heavy breathing and the sound of water gurgling
3 .

/. _ !

/ .
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inside the pipes and the distant squeak of'a tramway'that

was turning the corner. I was waiting for the blow to,

‘fall and I wished I was on' that tramway, going away

_ somewhere. Y
\J
S‘%denly, the safety and the comfort of the darkness
was broken by a sharp sound. I heard a crash and the noise
" of thiﬁgs rattling against each other. I opened my eyes
and sat on the bed, startled and scared.
The first thing that I saw was Father's red face. He

did not look like my father at all. His eyes were bloodshot,

like the eyes of the butcher, Mr. Kugelman, whom we used

to know in Russia, and his face was like Mr. Kugelman's too.

\
He was staﬁ@ing looking down at the floor. The realization

N N

of what had happened reached me fast.
;No, not my doll house!"” I shrieked.
I forgbt my fear of Father and, moving towards the
-edge of my bed, locked down. At my Eeet was my doll house,
. . , all smashed, and in the midst of it was Father's large
black shoe.
' "N;! No! Not my doll house, not my doll house!" I

screamed. I grabbed Father's pant leg and tried to pull

<\ ) him away. But Father stépped on the doll house with
his foot, again and égain, and I coﬁld hear how the thin
metal walis crabkgd and collapsed. He looked like an
Uzbeck boy I onceé saw who had destroyed an ant colony.
He hit on it again and agaih, as if he were possessed

by an evil spirit, then took a long branch and beat the
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' " . escaping ants‘with it. There-was a wild, savage look &n the
. boy's eyes. l. 4 . f\\\
¢ ‘ ' Father finally stopped, moved away, and his facde still
red, examinéd the smashed doll house and me. Then the look
in his eyes began é%anging and became partly angfy and
. partly pained. His lips curved and quivered and his hair'
was disheyeled and limp. I ﬂggt scared and my heart beat
painfully and loudly. -

Then Mother,alarmed by tpe noise, appéared in the door.
Behind her was Mrs. Lubochinska. They both stared at the
wrecked doll house and at mé. I was ashamed to face Mrs. ) f
Sarah Lubocﬁinska this way;and I turned my face to the
wall.

"Let's leave her here," 1 heard Mother addrebsing

Father. "Let her stand here alone and think about what

- she has done." Mrs. Sarah's deep sigh followed Mother's
\
words. N\ -
Father answered her softly. "Please you go out now

Mother; I shall stay here with her a while lbnger."
His soft voice shocked me. He never spoke to Mother

in this tone. It was as if’they were both ganginé up
against me in a bond of intimacy. I clenched my fists

and I wished 1 could hit him.

. I heard him start talking again, but I just did not .

listen. Instead, I inched closer to the edge of the”"

bed and looked at the doll house. Malla was lying on

her back. Her legs dére sgashed and her dainty porcelain

4
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face was cracked. Next to her lay the Father doll in his

*

little dark suit. He was smashed too. Afourid ‘them were .
-gscattered pieces of the living room,ﬁfoken\béyond repair.

“
Everything else was inside.
. .

. The sorrow and the pain that welled within me at this

. sight obliterated all else. My beloved doll house, my

little sweet dolls were hurt and smasked. I slipped off ! 3\
the bed and lay crying next to the dolls. 1I tried to
force open the tangled metal walls, gﬁ£ I was too weak,
and the metal to; hard. So I jﬁst lay next :B the doll
h;use, put “my arms.around it and cried bitterly again.

Then I saw Father's shoes ané pant legs moving
uncertainly; back and forth, around me. He must have just
remembered that.the doll house was still plugged in;,
f6r I saw his hand reach for the plug and pull it out.
Then he went to the liviné room, leaving the door open.
After a while iigeard Mothe;, Mrs. Lubochinska and Father's
voices. At first they were talking quietly, whispering |
wofried words among themselves, then the voices became
loud, more argumentative and strained. Then I heafd the
door slammed and Mother's high-pitched voice reverberating ~ ¢
in tﬂe hallway,. "Leon, whefe are you going?"

No: sound came in reply.

"Leon, it was just a bunch of toys... Leooon."
I could hear the old wall clock ticking peacefully

and I watched its thin arms strétched Gnder the concave

shiny glass, the brass pendulum moving sideways

i
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rhythmicaily: The moon, sad aﬁd sharp-faced, peeked from
~ Aali

e .
3 . , e

between -the clouds. > ‘ . .
Then I heard the squeak of the iron entrance gate. ' N /,'”“~ (
‘ ) * .
= . N Y -
The sharp points of the bars were scratcgigg the cement
& .
pavement. The janitor was locking the yard for the night.
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From the moment I arrived in Lodz, twg years bgfore, . .
“ . . . v &

&

.«

from Russia, where I lived during the war, Polish grammar . ! .
. ‘ ﬁ ) . , N A .
was for me an unmappe nd hostile territory. The long . !

columns of irregular uns\and verbs, which Mrs. Anna « %

Cybulska, my Polish grammar teacher at the Edementary - -
//r"\\ . . ‘ -
“7 N~ School for Democratic Workers' Children of Lodz, inscribed
3
K on the blackboard in her neat, slanted handwriting, were

for me éhoitly trees in a dark forest, in which I was

a small, lgsttwanderer.' Polish nnouns afe declinable, and -
. . as such are a source of many comélications and much

. -distress in the lives of those who try to master them.

I was no exception. So I copied the lists diligently

*

into my notebook and stared at the teacher with sad,

: uncomprehending eyes. . ’ :

D

N

At home, ‘I spent many hours reciting over and over

\ i . again, "Krool, skoora, roozha, plootno,"™ which meant

R,

“King[ 1eatﬁef, rosé,'cotton.?G’I chanted the words early
- @g# in the morning, before breakfast, and at night, before
going to sleep. I chanted them when playing hopscotch “ :_-

out|in the yard. When my friend Halina agked me what
I

it was‘I was saying, I answered, "KRrcol, skoofa, roozha, - , ¥
j ’ ploetno," and she Kknocked with hef knuckle on her fo;ehea& ; « . ; °
three times to indiéate,what- she thought of my
facul;ies.

‘ I copied the lists on long strips of paper which,

. rolled and held in my fist, were to come to my rescue .

in the event of an unexpected test. The most difficult

184 - . Y ,
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to remenmber won@g’and rules I tattoed on the inside of

“{

y , | .
my arm with ink. - The arm becamelgray ther ad while, for ,

I refused to wash it. The only place where the rules,

the Verbs and the nouns would not stay was my mMemory.

S

/.
My brain was 1mmune to grammar.

This, I knew, was bad, for Mrs. Cybulska was very

part}cular ﬁ%eﬁ‘it came £o grammar, and this on account
of, ampng other thingé, the deep gratitude she owed it.
As she frequentlysrecounted to us, it was grammar that
escalated her from the llfe of toil and misery on at
small farm to the position of ‘a teacher in a large
'industrial town. We,oftgn wished she had remainéd on
that small farm. - ’ ‘
With this wish in my héag;, I stood up beside my
desg‘on that memorable Wednesday afternoon,and stéreé
into Mrs. Cybulska's gray eyes. Mrs. Cybulska‘was
%dresséd in a garb of almost military severity, and a
'yéllow}sh ivdry brooch was pigned above her left breast.
She stared‘at me’froﬂ"beneath her bushy eyeb:oﬁb and

bronounced the words I feared most.

"Decline," she said. "Decline for us the noun'

.

t
¥

*beginning . ' _—

. A} "
4 In my mind I tried to roll out the long strip of
paper. AIl I could set there was "Krool, skoora,
.foqﬁha, élootno." My tattoo was covered by the long

sleeve of the tunic and therefore ugeless. I was‘lost.

Where did this'"beqginning” fit? Where was the trick?

Y
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I knew Mrs. Cybulska would not ask me to decline a regular

noun. I kicked my desk-mate Martha in the ankle. - She did

¢

not react. \
"Beglnnlng, to beglnnlng, of beglnnlng LM I began,;g
stuttering. A few heads turned towards ne, ‘but all I. could

see in their expressions was bow please\\they were it was .

—

'me standlng there stutterlng and not them. I made desperate,

beggingwfaces ‘at them. But their lips were cruelly pursed.

'They knew better than to jeopardize themselves on my %

behalf. ' And so, my despair went unnoticed and disregarded.
1 threw Mrs. Cybulska a look of such utter misery as
I tﬁ;ught could dissolve a rock. But she juit kept
sﬁaring at me and shaking her head, as if this was exactly
what she had éntiqipated. ’

S0 I did the one th}ng which I'théught could'help
matters: I smiled. My smille gave me an expression not

at all unpleasant and had already accomplished wonders

for me with my Math teacher, Mr. Rachyk, a thin man

sporting a Chaplinesque moustache.  The latter grinned
widely whenever I smi%gd at hi@ and tended to lose )
all determination to inflict an "F" on me. I had also
started noticing that, while'my smile did nothing for me '
with my girl friends, it éeemed to affect the boys. Some
reddened up to their ears, and their eyes went shifty

whenever I smiled at them while‘asking for an, eraser or

a blotter to blot the ink stains in my notebook.

4
!
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I had never tried it on Mrs. Cybulska, for grammar
lessons did not inspire me to smile much, but today I thought
it was my only hope. I expected to see her stern featureé
mqlt\instantaﬁeouélyland her facellighé up in a pleasant ’
way. But a disappointmeng/was lurking for me. , Instead of
meltingﬁ Mrs. Cybulské froze and stiffened, and the brooch

above her breast shook. Accentuating heér words with slaps

to the table toé, she said crossly, "Not only have you come

O S

to school unprepared, not only you are constantly daydreaming

about far-away lands and continents, not only you are

PR

[N T

missing two buttons on your tunic and allowing your hair to

‘hang in sloppy wisps, but you also have the gall and the ¢
\ ' "
daring to make ugly faces at mel" . . i

Mrs. Cybulska was furious, the class was triumphant. :

They were all laﬁghing like the jackasses that they were,

\whilq I stood there, smiling and crying and not knowing wha

’ '

to do. ) '

"But Mrs. Cybulska,"” I began, shocked and bewildetred.

'
3
{
!
H
i
H
:
!

My knees str;lrt-'ed shaking and I felt faint. | »
"No 'buﬁs'.ang no 'I's!" she interrupéed me. She
slammed her book closeéd and added, "Decline £ifty nouns
'ipxwriting for tomorrow. I shall test you after classes.
Aﬁd erase that stupid lock from your face!”
I slid into m§ seat, -shaken., I looked around, still

hoping to find consolation-in the faces of my closer friends,.

but instead saw in' them an odious mikture of sovite, glee

ol g A 2T

and mockery. This was a novélty I did not particularly \\'
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enjoy. As I could not imdgine any cause for their mockery,

I went over my faqe with my fingers, suspecting a large wart
might have grown there overnighﬁ. But my face fe1£ as
smooth as a baby'é bare buttock;. "Have I got anything on
my face?" I whispered to Martha. She looked me' over, then
shook her head. Mrs. Cybuiska observed us from the corners
of her gray eyes. . T
v As soon as the belllrang-l ran to the washroom. I
stared at my face in the mirror. It stared back at me -
'witﬁout revealing anything I didn't already know.‘ Mrs.
Cybulska was right abbut the buttons: two were absent
from the front of my tunic. _I‘%new that my clothé; could
*do with some tid?ing, but there aas no one in my life \
who would tidy anything up. Hy mother was hampered by a
uﬂiversity degfeq wﬁich, as sﬁe had told Father and me
over and over again, she was.not going to waste on
household chores. Other than-thaé, I saw nothing qpt of
the ordinary. I left the washroom as puzzled and dejected
as I had entéred it. \ |

When .I took my place in the desk, I séw the fat neck
of Olek the bald turﬁing and héard him whisper, "Welcome
back, Mrs. Quasimodo."

" The mention of the hunchback from Notre Dame did

not make me ﬁore chee;ful. With what remained of my
spirit I lashed out at Olek, "Be quiet, pald monster!"
and considered\tﬁé‘conversatidn, and our relationship,

terminated forever.
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As soon as classes ended, I rushed out. .I wanted. to
have nothing to do with anyone. All I wanted was a quiet-
place where I could nurture my grief and my distress

undisturbed.

&
Dragging my feet sadly through side streets and lanes,

N

I arrived at the little park next to St. Boniface's church,

not far from where I lived. I was friendly with a few

pigeons in that park and it was never too crowded. From the

time'I had first arrived in Lodz, I had esgcaped to this
park whenever things were becoming difficul{ffbr me.
Compéfed to my life in Samarkand, whéré‘ifzived~during the
war, life in Lodz seemed gray, dismal and lonely.

I entered the park, sweét a few damb leaves off the
woéden bench, wigs? it dry, and sat down. The park was
gray and empty, still wet after the morning rain. The

pigeons were indifferent to me; I had no food for them.

The park custodian, in a round oilcloth cap and severe

-

uniform, walked around with a metal pick; hunting for ]

papers and candy wraps. There were none, so he just

) B
collected a few leaves and threw them carelessly into a

.

garbagé bin, then, like an errant comet completing its

soot and smoke from the many Lodz factory chimneys,

‘gleamed through the trees. ‘The entrance to st Boniface's

church was empty and wind chased the leaves of its
&-‘.‘ -
stairs. My thougits went back to Samarkand, where the

PAFTRTVEIREN T
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. were dead. ' The new people I had met here were all ‘
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sky was blue and brilliant and where the landscape of
minafets and ancient palaces appearea like a mirage

against the desert and the mouﬁtains) where blue-bellied

- swallows dived from the mauve evening sky and where

of fruits and flowers.

xnulberry trees shaded the streets and the noisy vendors

o

When I returned to Lodz, I hoped/;o find~our old

house, my good old Nanny, my auntsupnd‘uncies and my

grandparents. But the houses were in ruins and the peop%g’

/

strangers and bore sharp-sounding names: Sikorski, Ko}éki

I«..m"

Sobolevzki, so dmfferent frcm th& names of the Ugbecks in
Samarkand, whlch é@unded soft, and meant ”Mornlng,Dew or
"Moon Drops” or "Jasmin F;ower.* People smiled here too,

/

but their smiles were quick and carved deep w 1nk1es into

their faces. The smiles. on the faces of Uzyecks were slow

[
/

.. and radiant. A o

{ J .
It was such a fast life here; everybody seemed to be

always busy, coming and going and_laqdhing nervously. My

parents, too, were like large birds, constantly flapping
) ’ Ay .
their wings .and rushing about, unable to take off in any.

direction; like these pigeons that kept hobping arpund'<
the garbage bins. Mother worked; Father worked, maids

came and left with much noise about -the wages and stolen

- things, guests came freguently to the house, ate, drank, -

©

" some returned a few times, others did not.

On my way home from the park I saw Mr. Kuba's “

PSRN
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X
grocery store. Mr. Kuba's store was famo or the variety

and the quélity of its candies and I }ﬁew that a few “Sof£
Cows," caramel candies filled with fudge, wéré just the
thing to make my life more bearable. I also hoped for the
consoling sight of jovial Mr. Kuba, ;n old and trgsted
friend, into whose pockets ert all my allowance. ‘
Mr; Kuba was standing under an obituary-like éign that
préblaimqg%eredit is Dead," with a bored expression on
his face. He was busily scratching the bald spot on his
head, while a fly circled noisily above it. ﬁehind him
“stood jars with candies, nuts and chocolates. I smiled
at him and waited for a smile t6 appear on his face.
Instead, his\facg underwent a'su?dén métamorphosis of
astonishment and concern. He turned away from me, shook
his head as if he had swallowed something bitter, and sbat '
into a spittoon which he kept behind the counter. I hoped
he was well and vbiced my concern. He said he was well.
I said I was well too and Asked for a few."Cows." He ——
* handed them to me with greater than usually aiacrity and
'without the pleasant cordiélity that I was accustomed to. .
Then he surprised me by refusing to accept payment,

telling me it was a small matter, indeed, and why didn't

|

I go home and take a rest. .
I did not fedl I needed;fest, and told him so. His
manner was so unusual and so disturbing ‘that I rushed up

the stairs without éven thanking him. I was also afraid

lest he change his mind about the payﬁent. Sucking on .
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a Soft Cow I entered the yard of the apartment complex
where we lived. | .
< Looking at that yard was not somethlng that I listed
among ;ieasures, for it was.a very sorry piece of real
estate. ‘Shaped like a long trlapglefg@§-was paved with
gray, iumpy cement. It smelled of cooked cabbagé and
mildew. The buildings that surrounded it were a dirty
LyelloQish colour and looked as if many generations of
. housewives had Ppmllred laundry water &own their walls. '
~ At the yard's end stood a sm@%l outhouse, which did
"nothing to make the appeatrance or the smell of the place o
more pleasant, and the few flowers that were planted
around it looked as if‘they had emérged out of the seed
already wilted. ’
I crossed the yard and entered door number four. . We

lived on the second floor, in apartment ‘number eight. As '

I climbed the dim stairs T thought about how almost every- .

thing here was measured andﬂnumbered. In Samarkand I /;:> g
. hardly poticed numbers. One bought sunflower seeds by -

the glass, vegetables and frﬁits-by the piece or by the - ‘ .

bunch, other thinés‘by the bag. Lengths were measured by |

the distance between the thumb and the pinky of outstretched

fingers, or by the distance from the fist to the elbow.

The streets in Samarkand were sh6r£ and only a few of the ;»

houses had numbers.. )

I reached the door of the apartment, lifted the mat, !

and took out a key that was hidden underneath, then I

N
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opened the heavy door and stepped in. The familiar smell

of gpfilteh fish announced to me that 6urutenant, Mrs.
$

Sarah Lubochinska was at home and that she was cooking "
her Friday meal, probably. in eager anticipation of the

visit of her daugbter Sabina's principal suitor, the fat

\ . -
Joseph Leviathan. Joseph Leviathan was very partial to

Mrs. Sarah's culinary talents. l

Mrs. ‘Sarah and her daughter moved into the third,

small room of our/apartment shortly after our cousins
ﬁva and Sol lef .for Paris. They were assigned to us by
the lodging co itteé of the town of Lodz and they fi}led

our kitchen with¥an assortment of pots and pans of every
size, shape and descripfion. My ﬁother was not happy

with this invasion. She said that the tenants were going
to‘Frowd us out of the kitchen. Why she was so concerned ks

[

I gbuld not understand, for she seldom entereéd there. -

e

'l

She also complained that Mrs. Lubochinska was "common"
aﬂd"yneducaﬁed." But my father took one look at Sabena
whq\yas a statuesque brunette with red lips, and he voiced

no objection whatsoever to theit tenancy.

myself was quite excited about having the two move

¢

in with us. From the time Mother started working, the
apartment had been empty when I came home from school,
. and ] did not like coming home to an empty apartment.

I spent much of my free time in the company of my cat,

which was fine if one enjoyed monologues. . T

After Sarah and Sabena Lubochinska moved in, things

PPN OIS
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became 'more pleasant for me. ers. Sarah was always in
the kitchen, the apartment émelled of}good food, which she
sometimes gave me to taste,\and ouf froht door rang
“freﬁuently to announce the arrival of another one of Saﬁena's
many suitors. I took/great interest in them and expréssed
my opinions- freely and honestly, which was not always to
Sabena's liking. éhe did not like, for example, when I
. refefred to Joseph Leviathan as "fat." But that/was what

he was and I found no reason for calling him anything

-

else. Sabena said he was "well built" and "manly," but

that was her opinion.

7
.. - /

; I took off my}?bat and pushed the kitéhen door open.
Mrs. Lubochinska was at her éost by the stove, holding \ \y
a ladle in her hand and Peeping into a steaming pot. She
was wrapped in a shiny, black kimono~style robe, which was
embroidered with birds and butterflies in fgtght and in
repose. Two of the butterflies perched on Mrs. Sarah's
breasts. They looked lost and_forlorﬁ there, for her
breasts were large gnough to accamodate a'whole‘swarm

/of butterflies. The rest of her body was small by{
comparison and full of fatty folds and double chins,

™~ _for Mrs. Lubochinska liked not only to cook, but also

\:o eat what she had cooked.
"Good day,‘Mrs. Sarah, what's cooking today?" I
addressed her aﬁiably and smiling, hoping to be treated

to whatever she had in that delicious-smelling pot.

© e mm e e
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The hope vanishi? as soon as her face emerged from behind
the vapours and she had a good look at me.
"What'éfthe matter with you, child?" she said. I E
"You can't keep a straight faéé anymore?" .

I told her I did not want to keep a straight face,

that I wanted to smile at her and that was what I did.

"Oh, so you have done it on p&?pose? Shame on you tii'
do things like thege to your old friend, Mrs. Saraﬁ!"
. . I wanted to tell her I did not intend to do
anything disrespectful, that I was not laughing at' her, ‘

but she had no time or patience to listen to me.

"All right, all right, child," she said impatiently.

"We';l discuss it later. I'm busy now, as you see, for
“ Mr. Leviathan will be coming for dinner!" The felicity
of this prospect caused ﬁer smarl features to expand in
a wide, radiant smile, but it lasted a short moment only.

She scowled as she glanced at me again, then added, "Now

" go to your room and take a rest." . . c

P

She was the second person who had urged me to rest
and the thirdlﬁé bé’unpieasant to me. I was bewildered,1 \
for I felt no diffefent froﬁ before. I reminded myself\
that adulté acted strangely sometimes, and that on those
occasions one was'supposed t6 keep quiet and not to ask
too many questions. My -mother called it "nerves." So

‘Ivfigured'that”they all were afflicted with a case of

"nerves." 1 gave Mrs. Sarah a sad look and quietly

withdrew from the kitchen. \\
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For consolation I turned to the cat, who'pugred. i
peacefully on my bed. I eaok my faoe into his soft, furry . - ‘
belly and held him' tightly. But he too became impatient , )
after a whlle and wrlggleg out of my embrace. I sat aé . T o

9

my desk to decline the fifty accursed.nouns.

- 1

Around six o "'clock: my mother appeared in the door.

I could tell she must have had a chat with Mrs. Lubochlnska,
- - for she looked at me susp1c1ously and watchfully. My :
mother s face always looked as if she-expected the worst X i
to happen to her any ‘minute. She told me “that life had '
supplied her with enough reasons for ehat, myself being notf
the least. For lack of con;incing evidence to tgijcontrary;

I believed her. Spo I stared &; that face of-h&{s and

.

P althoughfI had no particulafly strong reasons to smile . )

\\ N
\\‘ . 4 ’ at her, I dld.' ) fn . . p

t) What happened then was much more dramatic than anythinzfr

]

that had occurred during the earlier hours of that ' . S ,‘, .
unpleasant day. My mothér:clutched her bosom with both " o mt
' _hands and cried “No‘“ in such a heartbreaklng way that I

A ¥ K3

stopped smlllng, sprang from the chair and ran to the

C iy medicine cablnet to fetch her valerian drops. E::
% . 2 ’
When I -returnéd to the bedroom carrying the life-

saving drops in my hand, my mother seemed to have recovered.
She just sat there starlng’at me flxedly, then yelled, (
"What is that° What i3 it, tell me?" ‘

I“ran to the mirror and stared at myself again but, f )

’
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|whole town," she said.

. | X

I : .
seeing nothing out of the crdinary,'turned to Mother.
"What is what, Mother? Why is everyone starlng at me
as 1f I were a monster? ' T cannot understand’ I see nothing

wrong!" ‘ .

Mother had. recovered enough strength 'to rise to her
feet, grab me from behind by my shoulders and push me to
the oval mirror of the bedroom cupboard.

"Smile!" she ordered.

UGPSRV SN
:

1 did not feel like smiling then and there, but my

motﬁer was not a peieon one dared. to dieobey. Sb I stood
in front of the mirror and I smiled at myself. - And I
gdsped, and 1 covered my lips with my hand right away.
Everythlhg that had happened to me on that day became.all ’
at once understandable to me, for what I saw on my face
was a grimace of Lndescrlbable ugllness.

My mother stood behind me, looking the way Lot' s

o < ) s ° J
wife must have locked after her last glance at Sodom.

Her eyes were sorrowful and her cheeke fallen. | Her second

chin formed a fold beneath her. .face, as if to keep her

face froﬁ collapsing. She wove her fingers into a gesture

b
:
s
1
(x
.

of despair.
I , .
! "We are going to became the laughing stock of the

I did not care about the 'opinion of ‘the town of Lodz
rand the verdict it might proclaim upon he,.but my face
'was an entirely different matter and a cause of deep

,cohCern. I removed ny hand from my mouth, and I dared

»

-
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"to smile at myself ggain. It looked as if someone had ’ - AN
attachéd to my llps two pulleys, whlch were set into motion 7 ;
by aidellnquent nerve in my brain. The lower lip.was ' »
pulled down on the left side, while the upper arched up in ‘
the same corner, exposing to the world two of my teeth. . { l
I remembered Olek the Bald's reference to Qua51modo and
had to admlt that it was not entlrely out of vlace., The - “ S 7
initial shock of tgas revelation left me . speechless.ﬁ Then b
I started cryrng. Still crying, I inserted my two index L
fingers into thé corners of:my mouth‘and tried to stretch 3
it. This hurt, but accomplished nothing. Frustrated,
anéry and sad, I sat on the floor and hid my face-in my
hands. | ’

To confound things even’ more the door-bell rang and
MotheryWént out. .Soon after, I heard the pleasant! warm r) ' {. |
voice of Uncle Sternfeld, a jovial friend of‘the family’

and by common consent.of all who knew him, a "homely sage“

who frequently dropped in for tea. He rolled his ample
frame through my door, almost pushed from beh1nd by Mother.
She must have briefed hxm about my condltlon, for he
approached me carefully, as if I would bite. He had round,
bulging eyes, which gavg him the expresélon of a French

t
bulldog, and which frequently scrutinized my budding

breasts quite voluptupusly. His fingers were so plump
that, had they been made of fabric, they could have easlly

»
serveg as plncushlons.

. Carefully, he sat on the bed and took -me by the
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: wrist as if he were going to check my pulse. He exuded an L;

aura of well-being and'the scent of mild but éood cologne,
. and looked like a person Qho had 5ust finished consuming

an excellent meal in a first-class restaurant. Through

my tears, I smiled at him.

. © Although he was forewarned, he was not prepared. He

o

‘stared at me ‘as if I were afflicted with leprosy. Then

[

he exclaimed, "My poor, poor child, whatever happened -to
. ‘ )

your pretty smile?” and he kissed me and wiped the tears

of £ ﬁy face with his embroidered handkerchief. He then - .

éot up, took Mother by the elbow and they both advanced

towards the living room where, I was gure, gﬁey were going

"to conduct a hurried conference above tea with biscuits. - -
I retu&ned to stare at myself in the mirror. I tried

‘the stretching’ act aggin, but with similar rééults. |

Mother's and Uncle Sternfeld's voices reached me from the

, | living room, one shrill and loud, the.other calm and '

wgeassuring.

s » '

A

" The days that followed ﬁere, compared to the one that

prégéded them, gquiet and serene. I avoided unpleasantness

-

N ' by keeping a straight face. My unsmiling self did hot
) cause any stir at school. Only Martha inquired whether_ ‘ ‘ %v
, -« ~ I had had any fp_nerals in my fafnily lately. I replied that .'
| apart from the demise of a few mice in the paws of my cat, y i

+ 3

there were no unexpected deaths around me. Mrs. Cxﬁulska N -

I

tested me orally again, was quite pleased with my progress_

.
Wy

'
-
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and declared that there was some hope for me after all.

«
-~
-

My father had been on an out of town assignment and '
80 had~+been spared the sight of me. Mrs. Lubochinska, as if
to compénsate for ‘her initial unkindness, pulled me to her
b§;5hgfrequently, said, "My poor child!" and spoiled me
‘yith dollops bf mashed potatoes with butter and dill or
with broiled breagts of chicken in garlic. My mother
avoided the suﬁjeét of my deformity.
For‘; wﬁile, thiﬁgs'were quiet and nobody did any-
‘thing to’shatter the equilibrium. But one day, abéﬁ& a
week after the discovery, there was a sﬁrprise waiting
for me when I arrived from school. The living room was"
brightly, illuminated, as for a holiday, and the table was
covered Qith a white tablecloth. Our good china was taken:
: sut of.the credenza, Aﬁ,Ehe table were Mrs. Sarah
) . .

Lubochinska, Un¢le Sternfeld, Mother and Father, who must

» have arrived back in town that m%fking, earlier than

A "

anticipated. Thé fouf had. the expreséﬁons of well-fed
hawks about to savour a small morsel of tender meatAfor
dessert. Mother's and Mrs. Lubochinska's breasts rested
on the table, as if the inferior-qualiéy postwar corsets
’ weie unable to give them the proper support. 'Both must
have péid an afternoon visit to a beéﬁty parléur, for
iﬁé&g.hair was rolled into very small, then-fashionable v
curlgt\and their eyebro&s we;e-prucked into thin.lines,

which gave their faces slightly puzzle? expressions.

_Father was sitting at the head of the table. He

i

.
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looked uncomfortahly serious. When I entered, hi§ lips

started quivering. One glance from Mother, and they. wefe

\ - not quivering any more. Théy all looked so tense:and

behaved in such an unnatural way, that I lost my resolve

", and smiled. -

This had an electrifying effect on'the assembled. My
mother hid her face in her hands, while Mrs. Lubochinska .
clutched her breast at the spot, where, deep down, beat

her kind and vulnerable heart. Only Uncle Sternfeld

twiddled His plump thumbs calmly, as he smiled back at me.

-

I observed ‘the chne, bemused and mute. Father was
speechléss..Mother uncovered her face, stared at him
tensely, then stretched her arm towards him and 3ank her

ffeshly manicured fingernails into the shoulder-cushions
- -
#Tell me!"” she yelled at him. "Tell me what should
be done? Lose your composure once in a lifetime! Can't

)yoh see? Your only daughter, the great grandaughter of .

., the venerable head of the city of Ozorkov, and a grand-

daughier,of your own Father, a dis&inguished‘oﬁﬁer of the -

‘talleét.chimney ih\the city of Lodz, may they rést_in
peace, looks like a freak, a’degenerate, a blemish, and
you are calm and composed? Say something, do somethi;g,‘
for God's sakel"

Mrs. Lubochinska- gave Father a long and repfoacﬁfulf‘

look. My father, who was not a big man, seemed to have

shrunk. He stared at me as if I were a present he had

s NN N

s
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just received and did not know what to do with. But the
mentioﬁ of his venerable forefatherl must have had its
impact upon him, for he got up fromihis chair, cleared his
throat aqd made én impressive gegture w;éh his hand} as if
he was preparing to make a moment:j% announcement. .

Everybody stared at him hopefully. ]

But he sat down &8 quickly as he got up and shook his
head, as if admitting defeat. Mothgr'leaned her forehead
on her hand, in a'gesture that was intended to communicate
utter despair, ayd Mrs. Sarah moved her breasts from the
table and heavily leaned‘bhck against her chair.

Silence reigned in the room for’a while. A deep frown
appeared on Father's forehead, then he moved his sho&ldé;s,
as if determined t; shake off the ancestors that sat
perched there. . L

"I édmit that our family had its share of deformities
and afflfctions..;" he said. "We had a hunchback and two

cousins with deformed noses. Then there was, if my memory

serves me well, 'Wolf the Blind,' 'Rivkeh the Toothless,'

and 'Itsek the Meshuggeh.' But... " Here he raised himself

. from his chair, and announced decisively and finally, "But

we had no crocked smiles!” He hit the table with his
fists and his eyes rested on Mother, as if he were thus
relegating 'all responsibility forlmy condition to her
s;de of the geneélogical tree.

h _But Mother would have none of this. She just stared

at him with an expression of contempt and with eyes that

—
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asked, "How dare you?"

° )

‘"We were the afistocracyékf the region," she said .
proudly. “Our wome; were known for thelr beauty and . -
intelligence. We had no hunchbacks and no. cousins with
/eformed llmbs. What we did have, however, were some
perfect beauties, famous in’ the region of" Blalystock.

Mrs. Lubochinska, who held Mother's universiﬁgzdegree

in awe and in great esteem, nodded forcefully. I glanced

at Mother doubtfully, searching for traces of the per-

_fection that she had mentioned. Though she was not bad

looking, considering wear and tear, the war and other
factors, perfection was rather hard to find.

My parents, having thes relieved their ancestors of
responsibility etared at each other like two roosters about
to start a fight: I was sure they would have exchanged a
few more pleasantries if it were not for the presence’of
strangers. .Instead, they directed their half-worried
and half accusing glances at Te. But I just stood there
and pulled at ‘the tail 6f'§- cat, secretly enjoying the
commotion I had caused. The advantages that were coming
my way because of that crooked smile were becoming obvieus
to me ané the feeling that wen£ with this thought wes
not at all unpleasantr

Mrs. Lubochinska, who until then had kept in the
Abackground, must have felt that her turn to enter the
scene had arrived. . -

"who, tell me, would want to marry a girl with a

e
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"warrant him at best a genteel level of poverty, and he

‘not to worry, that he was going to think ut.a solution.
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crooked smile, I am asking?" she said. I"My Sabena, may the K
Almighty be thanked and spare us further sorrows, does not’
have anything crooked, and yet we have problems in the
question of marriage. I am afraid, Mr. Leon, that you will
have tblstart thinkiﬁg about a considerable dowry to
compensate the future groom for the defect." . o e

,The idea seemed to amuse Father. 'His thoughts had ’ -

never dwelled on dowries, neither then nor when he had

married my mother. This only strengthehed the mild contempt” . o

that his immediate family had for his impraéticality and

[
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honesty. Everybody had predicted that these gqualities would

did not disappodint them. ' : b

"If this is the main concern, we shall have to do

!

something about it before she reaches the marrying age!" '

Father said decisively. -Then, considering the conference .

adjourned, he got up, pinched me on the theek and told me

Though I had no great confidence in my Father's ability

to’perform miracléé, I was pleased he took the thing ligﬁ¥1y.

RO

1 felt free to depart and let the four of them have their

well-deserved cup of tea. —
A\

!

* %
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A few days later my parents announced that I would not
be going to school the following morning. They also

presented me with a new pleated skirt and a white blouse

*

.
.
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with a round, lace collar. They did not explain their '
L““suaden generosity, but I knew it had something to do with
to decorate the rest of me. I was ready to hold on to that
smile indefinitely, or &t ieast until I was equipped with

17

" a decent wardrobe.

The next morning my parents composed“a letter of

apology to ﬁy teachers, citing a "sudden mild illness" as

the cause for- my absence. Although it was a Tuesday, they

S . .
» put on their Sunday best and new dark coats. They spent

the entire morning rushipg about, .making telephone calls,

; conferring in the corridor with Mrs. Lubochinska and with
Sabena. With §olgmp,and secretive expressions they urged =~ .
me to wash thoroughly and not to forget the nape of my neck

and the'ingide of my ears. It was like preparing for ‘
Passover, but hoiiday time was too distant for me to

consider it the reason for all this excitement. I tried

to question my parents, but their replies were noncommital E A

°

" and vague. - - '
Around eleven o'clock we went down the stairs and out

into the street, all three of us festive looking. At the

corner a buggy was waiting for passengers, and we climgQS in

>

B
solemnly. With protective gestures, my parents seated me .in
the middle. It was as if all of a sudden I had acquired
added value for them. And so, one crooked smile was doing

; what years of proper behaviour,' neat notebooks and good

s iy SR S B

marks failed to accomplish: I was getting new clothes, my
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parents were taking a day off for me and I was Qriéen by
a buggy to-some mysterious place. And so, althbugh, L

could not smile at the world, the world was peginning to
. 0\ .

!

-

The buggy-man asked Father for directions and cried
"Vio!" to his horse, which looked as if it were quite

ready to spend the rest of the afternoon munching its

. LR . ,
groats on that_:street.corner. A few more "Vio!"s and a

few pulls on the reins finally convinced the horse to

start. . The street was paved with with round stones, which

- were called "cats' heads" and we proceeded on their uneven

surface with jolts, jerks and twists. The black canopy of
the Qgggy shook and shivered, and I giggled with every

jolt. My parents were mortified, but restrained theﬁselves
from slapping me or even from uttering a remark. They must

have decided to play it safe. Luckily for them it started

' drizzling and the driver opened the folding roof over our

heads, which spared‘them further embarrassment.

About half an hour later the buggy stopped on a narrow
street, in front of a house designated by number 18., It
was a handsome- 0old building, with an intricately carved
fagéde'and wide, clean windows. There was a sign near the

entrance -- black letters on white enamel -- which sdid'

‘"Dr. Sheinzon, Child ngchiat:ist‘and Neurologist."”

' Aléhough I was not familiar With some of the words that

-

appeared onfthe sign, something told me it was there we

were headed. I understood now the reason for my parents'

¥
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evasiveness, the-ngg:clothes and the morning scrubbing.
L3 ‘

I pulled angrily at Father'é‘sleeve. .
i

"Is\yhis where we are going?" I pointed to the sign.
"Yes;" he answered curtly, as if it ‘e:e a daily habit
of outs to ride a bﬁggy to doctors' offices.
22 what fbr; Fafher?"
I knew. "I just wanted to ﬂear it from him.

"For your crooked smile."

-3
"Ay, ay!" I yvelled. "You shameless schemers! You

have bribed and tricked me into it. It's not fair! I am

not going!"

. .. . <

My parents stared at me, and at each others, helplessly.

They knew I had a stubborn and rebellious streak in me, . i
but it had never manifested itself so violently, and out

in the open air. So they just stood above me; resembling,

in theig\ﬁark long coats, two large penguins. My mother
* ' /__/ “ 3
appeared quite ready to resort to the use of her right {
hand, but Father restrained her. I stared at him then, :
and Fatlier looked so forlorn and miserable, that I decided

to do it for him. I would go see Dr. Sheinzon.

.

Walking heavily we climbed the stairs. Mother was

neryous, Father was calm, but held me by the hand, as if
3 \ 3 [

to avert any attempt at escape. On the first floor of
- t ﬂ

"the building was a language school and on the second I

4

noticed a handwritten sign that said "Hebrew Youth

Organization." I did not know what "“Hebrew" meant, but

Ay

this was not the time to inquire. Dr. Sheinzon's office
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was on the third floor. My mother pressed the bell button .
with determination and stood in front of it, panting. I was
angry, curious and impatient. I hoped we were too early
or too late, or that the doctor had been called away.

After a while, I heard the sounds of heavy steps

coming - from behind the door, and someone's merry whistling.

Then the door opened and I saw the doctor standinq there,
all six feet ofq%;m. I eyed him distrustfully. But then
I had 5 good look at him and my mistrust vanished,. for his
face was full of folds, like that of a St..Bernard, and he

had the kindest pair of gray eyes, &hich looked at me

‘ moistly, as if I were the first littleg girl he had ever seen.
Then he put his handfout in greeting to ﬁe,’as if I‘Were

\‘an adult. I extracted my hand from Fapher's clutch, and
placed it in the doctor's big paw. Then I smiled at him.

At that moment something quite unexpected happened. The

doctor squatted, like a small boy, so that his face was
, at the level of mine, and he.smiled back at me. And lo
’ and behold! The doctor sported a crooked smile.

L)

y This was something I. was totally unprepared for and,

at first, I was confused and did not know th to react.

So I just went on-smiling. And so, the doctor and I kept
staring at each o6ther like two mischievous buddies who

had met in the étreet. Then we both Burot out laughing

and kept at it for a while, totally oblivious to my parenfs,

who stood above me like two. columns, much less jolly than

the doctor and I, and qulte obviously dlsorlented by this

e
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turn of events. ‘ ' ' , , _— L
"So, we are birds of a feathef,ﬁithe doctor said =
amicably and I nodded at‘him. He mug%{%ave noticed my
parents' co:i;giahq for he-said, verybéu1ckly, "The cause,
though, may*not be gquite the same. I -suffered froﬁ a
‘ fdisease as a child. But t‘hese things happen for a variety
of reasons..." And he glanced brieflj at my mother. Then
he rose to his full height and, hovering protectively
a%ove my.parents,lexplained to them that because of his

-

own problem he had researched the subject thoroughly.

This speech seemed to calmthem, and we all proceeded to

the waiting room, where he asked them to wait.

Then he took me to his cabinet, which was unlike any . ‘\

d . r'é office I had ever seen and which looked more . r

% 1like my school principal's offite. To my surprise the ' i

doctor did not ask me to ﬁndréss but, instead, pulled up l . \
a chair for me and asked me, very kindly, to‘sit there. ;

Then he asked whether I knew that a few very prominent ' .

z . p;ople had crooked smiles, and 'among them waé a famous king
of Poland, who even in history books appeared as Boleslav

the Crooked~Mouthed. Yes, I knew about this king and ﬂave

seen his picture. I smiled again, for I re;llzed that in

| addition to all other benefits, I was also in good company.
!

Then the docfor handed a.book to me and asked me to read

a paragraph. It was a pafagraph about this very king, but

#

ety s K

-

it did not dwell upon his affliction, instead concentrating

on the fact that he had caused the division of. Poland in - &

inah PR

-
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the eleventh century or so. WhewI finished ieading the
.paragraph, the doctoy said pfat I read élearl& and J

intelligently.} It felt good to be praised. , Then he asked
. 4
me to write a short composition for him and I wrote a -

4 “ | . !

description of Sabena and Sarah Lubochinska and of Sabena's

: < \
principal suitor, Joseph Leviathan, merchant in jewels,

and I told howlsébena's eyes sparkled whengyé; he appeared,
-, : ' 1

wiggling his fat pihky, to the tip of which was attjached a

very small box. I described how I peeped into theéir room : "
N ‘

through the ke§hole, and what I saw there, and‘how.they had -

// once noticed my .blue eye there and had put a wad of cotton
. . - « "

* " in the hole. ‘ R )
Dr. Sheinzon read my story with a huge crooked grin

on his face and sometimes he laughea«loudly. This, in turn.

made me giggle and in the end the two of us once again sat

iacross from each other laughing heartily. I laughed even
louder when it occured to me what fuﬁ the two of us were
having while my parents were sitting in the corridor like
two sad hens. " g - . -
Dr. Sheinzon became serious gheﬂ and he guestioned me
_about my school and ﬁi friends and how I was getting along
with them. I told ﬁim about Bald Oiek and he s;ﬁled'a;ain.
ggen he asked about.my parents and that was whefre we both
sstopped'lauqhiné, fdr at some moments I felt like crying

N k4

and the doctor looked at me with concern. I was surprised

at myself telling him all these things, for I had always

t

kept them to myself. I was ashamed to tell anyone who

- [

m&ﬂ«m i
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was not close to me, and there were no-.close people around: - :

just tenants and acguaintances. The doctor cracked a small

v,

joke, and I smiled through tears. He also said he was going \
to ask‘mf parents to ‘send me over again, and I was pleased h
and thankful to him. \“*‘ ! ‘ ‘
Before I left I reminded him that we had not discussed
, ‘ the crooked smile at all. His face had a wistful look when
he answered that I should not worr& abgpt it, that it was
.going to disappear one day, without any effort or inter-
u

vention on my part. This sounded unbelievable, but

-
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reassuring, and I went.out much more confidentg ha“ppy
/ff“ than when I came in.
Then the doctor Jinvited my parents 1n. They stayed in

the doctor s cabinet a long whlle. I sat in the waiting

room wonderlnq whether the doctor had asked them to write -

o

a composition, too. When théy finally emerged, they looked

like two children who had been harshly reprimanded by the :

échool p}incipai Their eyes became shifty when they lookéd
at me, and Mother kept repeatlng to herself,‘"Such nonsense,
such nonsense, who's ever heard such nonsense as thls.

But it was clear to me she was not at ease with herself.
Father stared at her with an expression that said, "It's

all your fault, you see," and she answered him with a look 5?

. that said, "No it's yours."

T

- .
o F

We took a buggy agaln,)and all the way back my mother

TR

and father were quiet. Both kep¥ loocking out into the street.

I was serene and felt important. My chest was warm and

°

] ¥ - - A “
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comfortable . When we got home Father helped me to take
my coat off and he hung it on the hook in the corridor, ) 7.
a thing I could not remember him doing from the time I was '
) small. Mrs. Lubochinska was waiting far us anxiously. Sﬁe
egchanged glances full of concern with my parents and becéugp
more cheerful only after they had indicated with gestures i

of their hands that things were under control. She then

_took me to the kitchen, where a plé}é’of potato dumplings

richly smothered with onions was Qaiting for me.

I started visiting Dr. Sheinzon's office regularly,

every Tuesday afternoon after school. He was more like a
teacher than a doctor. Hg-néver examined my chest or ears
{ and ipsteaé engaged me in conversatidh, which was not a
¢ problem for me, for I had inherited from my mother an

innate and immoderate ability to use words. - ‘

At

o Some of the.things he was telljing me, though, were at

‘first'very strange and frightening, for they were totally .

v

contrary to my mother's teachings. Her goldén rule, which P

& .she had hammered into me since infancy. was "Fish and Children > °
Have no Voice." The doctor ‘told me this was not so, and -
)}/ that I should answer her back. I knew that this activity ' N
‘ might be followed by a slap, so I went about it carefully

‘and hes}tantly. When, however, I did dare to answer her

back once,;nofslap came. She remained Speéchless and tight- %

lipped and f§9wning. She did recover her speech 'after a
’ f whilé, but whaé\she said was mild and weak.

Then the doctor said that I could do'éith some

" . . i




el

-
- AR

- ’ ) 213
decent things to wear. I told him I knew fhat I lacked )
nice clothes, but was afraid to ask for them, for my parents
constantly quarreled about money and complained that they
did not have any to spare. What the doctor said then shocked

and pleased me at’the same time: he told me not to believe

everything my parents and other péople said. Surprised,

Ilasked whether he thought my parents were liars. He only
smiled in reply, and I understood. This made me feel guite
good; I was not the only liar in the family. My parents
. were untruthful too and not at all ?he towers of virtue
that I thougﬁt they were. This realization had the strange e
effe;t of making me like them better. \
A That same evening I aosi;;;Aed myself aefoss from i&
Mother at thé living roomifable, and with a conspifator's i
smile made my requést. She: stiffened in an attempt to
demonstrate to me that under the circumstances vhat I was
uasking for was inconsiderate and outrageous. Then I said,
. "Dr. éheinzonlsaid you could well afford it!; She pulled
the long, surprised face of an indiénant gueen, then faked
a small heart seizure. She recovered quite quickly and
.without the aid of alerian drops, and said she was gbinq
to discuss it with Fathér, as if Father had a say in any
matter in our house.
The outcome. of this conference (if it ever took place)
£ must have been positive, for a few aays later Mother escorted
me to the building where her own exclusive dressmaker,

. ”
- 4 Mrs. Eveleena Levandovska, occupied an apartment in a house

w:‘,. .
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i
with an elevator. She received us with a regal mien, and
after brief but heated negotiations agreed to sew a dress
N ; - b
for me.

Oh my way up to Dr. Sheinzon's office I alwaysrheard

the noise of animated voices coming from behind the doors

of the Hebrew Youth Organization quarters. It had never
occurred to me I could just go in. It was the‘doctor who
F suggested ;hat I should. Because of my smile I was

{ reluctant, but he u;ged me to try. A

I knocked on the door one éay and stood &aiting,

\ listenina to the noise. A girl my age finally opened the

door and smiled. I told her what I had come for and she

s o Dkt o e 7 VS

- . seemed pleased. She told me her name was Tsipora or

Tsipa, and that in Hebrew it meant "a bird." She did not

At

look like a bird, thbugh; with her mature freckled face,

sharp brown eyes and a well developed bust she looked like ‘ i :
a small adult. I, with my rgagh—éillar, braids and ribbons .

felt like a child. But she reassured me in a warm voice,

speaking Polish with a heavy Yiddish inflection. ‘Sﬁe

encouraged me to follow her into the large room at the end

of the-corridor.

The activity had already begun when we entered. A Ve

*

young suntanned man with curly black hair and flaming eyes
was addressing a groun of youngsters who reclined on old

\ sofas, sat on the floor and window sills or leaned agéinst
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the walls.. Some of the kids smoked cigarettes. Girls
had their arms entwined inside thg arms and around the

" shoulders of boys. 1 felt‘ like a small chick suddenly

introduced into the company of hens and roosters, . I was

overcome with shyness and wanted to withdraw, lgxu Tsipa
a

pulled on my hand and made me sit next to ﬁe f 3 the floor.

The young man spol{e with great vigor about the

sufferings of Jews throughouet the centuries. He said there

must be an end to these suffe\rings and the humiliations.
F He said that there was hope now, fo‘f the first time in

| “ ’ ‘millenia and ~that we should feel privileged and honored
to be living at such a time. He then said the words

L - ~ ' m"Erets Israel," the land of Israel. These words, which I
was hearing for the ,firsi: time, imprinted a‘warm feeling
;, . in my heart. It was as if I had always known tpe words
deep within me,#and the memory was surfacing now. . The

young man had just come from the Land of Israel, and he

spoke about the country uéing words similar to the ones

I used when I talked of or thought about Samarkand. He
described its leng sandy beaches, blue skies and warm
~weather all year long. He spoke of the brilliant sunse{:s,
the palm trees and the minarets, and about peoplé who were
kind and helpful and who wanted to share thi_ngs with each
other. I could see that-land before me as if I had been-

4

there long long ago.

. At the end of the "activity" sp’x;e of the kids surrounded

.

the young man, and others 'surroymded me. They asked me

13

1
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ﬁany questioﬁs; and-whep they heard I came from Samarkgnd,: ‘
they became curious and asked me to sit in the middle and
tell them all about it. I/Qaé éﬁy at first and afraid I ///
would mumble anq stutter, but their proddings were‘so

sincere that in the end I relented and\sat, crosslegged,

in the middle of the room and I described to them some of

what I knew and remembered of this beautiful and ahcient

city, whefé Shehrezade had once lived. They'listened to

me as avidly as they éad listened to the young man with
éuriy hair and the flaming eyes. I was thrilled and I =

.promised I would come aéaih.

. , I went home pranqing‘and humming to myself a tune I
' had ju!t learned in Hebrew, even though I did not under-
N stané he words. It was as if a whole new world had . ]
suddexly opened before me, and suddenly I felt free as a
bird. These kids were so dlfferent from the polite kids

"in my school in their ironed jackets and stiff ties. I

was one of them. When I came home I told Mrs. Lubochinska'

e about the "activity" and she Was.happy and clapped her
hands. My'parents were less enthusiastic, but they agreed
that I could continue goinglthere. : ;

From then on, after every ﬁisit to Dr. Sheinzon's :

N\

office I went down to the second f£loor. A boy named Shloymo
started sitting next to me wherever I sat.. One day he
offered to take me home. I would have liked it more if

another boy, who resembled my childhood friend Samenchuk

had asked me instéad, but. he did not and Shloymo did ;nﬁ/
. L

»
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it was getting late and dark outside.

This Shloymo had a funny habit of ;ddressidg everyone,
"Hey'you!“.and this habit irritated ﬁe. But he had his \ _ -
good points. He was a year and a half older than I, and 1 '
felt flattered that a person so tall én& so0 mature should
take an interest ig ﬁe. He also did not have any wnimples
and freckles on his face afid neck, the way the boys ih my
class did, and he did ﬁot resembie in the least Olek the , _ !

L=

Bald. He did have, however, the beginning of a thin growth -
J

above his lip, which I.at first mistoongor dirt.
He offered to take me home after the next activity
too and after the one that followed. He always had some

pressing business in my part of town. Once it was a dying

aunt, another time it was a small cousin who needed help

with homework. He did not appear to be in a great rush

>

to reach them, however, for we always talked instead of
riding the tramway, and then stood im front of my house o

till it became dark. We had plenty to talk about. We -

discussed the activities, books and people we knew, talked

[
-

- about politics and changes, our schools and teachers.
: /,3' Afte; a while I'noticed that talking Fo him was somewhat 1 i
~ : different from talkiné to other people, énd I sometimgs -
,// " wished we'coulé remain together longer. ’ ‘-" .

After.a while he did not need any more excuses, for .

.
:
i
)
)
.
-~
3
3

’ I stood waiting for him at the door at the end of every

»

activity. I noticed that he was not bad looking at 'all,

in spite of his glasses, which had earned him the nickname

1
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“intelligentsia" and in spite of his 1oﬁgish nose., He had
nice wavy hair, a dark compléxion and very dark eyes which ) ’
looked at me moistly too. He hid with the partisans, in
the, forest, durinéAthe war and he had no parents. He lived '
with his uncle, who had found him after the war. He read -
a lot and knew many things, and was someone a péerson could
talk to, as I explained to Dr. Sheinzon, who welcomed .
Shloymo's appearance with a wink and a smile. %ﬂ

One evening, as we were entering the dim vestibule

of oﬂi apartment building, Shloymo said, "Hey you, you are
a pretty and inteliigent girl and evewything, but how come
you are always éo serigus. Haven't tgey taught you at

B

home how to smile, or are'you in mourning?"

I leaned against the wall and reluctantly confided my

secret to him. In the dim light I saw his face lighting up

B o

in an impish smile. He was breathing faster than usual
when he said, "I have a secret to tell you, you know. I ' -

happen to be a famous magician in disguise and I specialize i

~in the cure of the ver§ affliction from which you suffer,

my dear." Then, before, I had even the chance to’cry "Hey

“you!" he stooped pbove me, held my hands down'and pressed

his lips against mine. Then he was kissing me so fast I

could hardly breathe. I tried to fight him off, but his hands
held mine strongly. I tried to kick, but-he pressed his legs
against mine and suddenly I'found myself flattened between

Shloymo and the wall. It was not such a bad feeling, so - %

after a while I stopped objetting so viaelently. He then

- i
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" let me go.and asked me to kiss him, but ﬁhe shreds of
self-respect that dangled limply inside me commanded me /
"to resist, and I refused.

We continued curing my smile this way §fter every
activi;y. Once Shloymo told me.that the cure might be
more complete if he put his ﬁand‘on my breast and he

ﬁ\&\\Prggggggd without procuring my consent. ﬁht I did not
okject stréngly,rfor by then I believed him; he was kno&h

as a very honest boy.

Once we surprised Sabena and Joseph Leviathan

occupying "our" wall. They got scared and rushed upstairs,

leaving the field, or rather the wall, to us.

* * *

\ . At the end of that year Sabena got engaged to Josevh
Leviathan, .to the great satisfaction of Mrs. Lubochinska,
The wedding party, for which Mrs. Lubochinska cooked and
baked for two weeks and prepared mountains of food took

. piace in our 1living room, around the oval mahogany table

and under the fully lit chandelier. It was a festive
Ny ,

e

occasion indeed. There were eight of us at the table:
Sabena and Joseph, Mother and Father, Uncle Sternfeid,

Mrs. Sarah, Shloymo and myself. Shloymo came wearing a

suit and looking very mature. He brought two&boﬁbonnieres

and two bouquets of flowers, for Sabena and for me. We

all ate and drank. Mother was in an unusually good mood,

3

and even told a few spicy jokes, which made the engaged

PPV
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' the hope that we would all meet again in the land of
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couple blush. Father got slightly drunk, pinched the
fiancee on the buttocks and kissed her more times than
my rx}othe;: considered proper. She e'xpréssed her opinion .
aloud and Father retorted; "Is it a wedding or.isn't it?"
and went on. Mrs. Sara.h cast coquettish glances in the
direction of Uncle Sternfeld, who did not remain
indifferent and caressed her plump elbow every time she
brought him a dish with food.: I wore a new silk dress
sewn by Mrs. Eveleena Levandovska in person. I too drank
wine and was mildly intoxicated when I recited the poem
which I had composed in\honc.)‘ur of the occasion.

In the poem I bréised Mrs. Sarah's culinary efforts
on our behalf, lauded Mr. :Leviathan.and the persistance
of his courtship, said ho?: sorry we would all be to lose
Sabena, but added that her happiness was going to be our

consolation and wished the newlyweds many radiant smiles

on the many miles of their life together. I ended with

B PRy P Y PR TS  SESEI S  i dan i

Israel.

I was cheered and applauded by everybne and all the
guests kissed me in turn. Shloymo kissed me on both
cheeks and became all flushed. Mr. Leviathan bought:
the poem from me a'nd paid me .500 zloty, which :ras a .
smalil; fortune' and the largest honorarium I had ever ' | ’ Ty
rgceived. He ‘hid the poem in the left pocket of his |

jacket, "close to the heart and the wallet," as he said.

My parents beamed proudly and pa{:ted me on the back-

v
1
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and Mother mumbled something about apples that do not fall

far from trees.

Then Joseph Leviathan put a rgcqrd on the gramophone .
and we all danced the tango. Father danced with Sabena,
who was taller than he and his face bumped against her
breasts, which he did not seem to mind.' Joseph Leviathan
danced wiéh Mother and was very gallant to her, which made

her smile contentedly. Mrs. Sarah snuggled against Uncle

. A '
Sternfeld in a way that made me suspect that she harbored

some plans regarding him in her mind. Shloymo and I did
not know how to dance the tango, so'we just shuffled our
feet; bumped into each other and giggled.

‘It was too crowded in the living room, so we moved \

to the bedroom and tried to practice the tango there. We

stopped in front of the oval mirror and I stared at myself,

s St vy o R A A AR T b MBS

startled how different I looked in my new dress of pale
' -~

green silk withy piqk rosebuds, my hair falling to my

shoulders in waves, my cheeks blushed and my lips red

and full. My breasts were round and firm, When I smiled,

the corners of my lips curled up evenly; my smile was

.new and untroubled. The croocked smile was but a memory

" now. -

The sound 6f glasses clinking against'each otpér
came from the living room. Then I heard the sound of
glass being crushed; the bridegroom was breaking’the
traditional glass by Qtamping on it with: his foot.

A chorus of congratulations follpwéd. Shloymo went to
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the living room to congratulate the newlyweds and I remained

alone. I approached the winaow; and look out into the

yard. The air was suffused with the smell of jasmine and

the yard was softly dark. My thoughts went back a year

‘and I remembered Mrs. Cybulska and the oral exam -in the

declgnsion of nouns. I could decline nouns w‘ll’now:
I began silently, "Beginning, to beginning, of| beginning...”

ahd I continued until I heard Shloymo's steps behind me.

3
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