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Chapter One

The Golden Age

I

In the winter of 1918-1919, on a day when the wind was blowing, I. C. Trumpelman arrived in our town. He was wearing a brown overcoat and a brown hat and had a large suitcase in either hand. The overcoat was a cheap one, woven from horsehair. “Mister,” he said in Polish to the first person he saw on the platform, “find me a hotel.” For such a large man his voice was high, with a trace of the lisp that Jews have in Vilna. Even at that time his hair was gray, almost white, and hung far over his collar. His eyes peered through the same pair of “American” spectacles—round lenses in black metal frames—that he was to wear twenty and twenty-five years later. The eyes themselves were also round, like a boy’s, and were for a Litvak’s remarkably blue.

Our main station, like many others built in the 1880’s, was designed by the Italian, Donati. It is to this day still standing, with turrets of red brick, with stone buttresses, with slanted windows through which you can see clouds and birds and the lemon-colored lozenge of the Polish sun. The man on the platform, the one Trumpelman spoke to, led him through the station arches and out into the winter light. Although he was not a railway porter, and not even a member of the working class, this Pole carried both of the Jew’s valises.

The newcomer, now standing on the steps of the Donati Station, put his hand on his hat and stared through the Central Square. There were carts there, and wagons, and several automobiles. Toward the east, over the rooftops, steam from the dyeworks steadily rose. Women passed with their bundles. Boys chased each other in the open air. Then the Pole pointed to where, on the far side of the Rumkowsky Monument, a flag was flying over the Hotel Europa. Trumpelman, with his teeth protruding a little, smiled. Then he picked up his bags and walked down the steps, into the square. The tails of his coat, as if angry at something, lashed round his legs.

The Hotel Europa, still intact also, though now the site of a state ministry, is even larger than the main station. It was generally thought to be the equal of the Britannia in Warsaw, and finer than the Zoppot Casino-Hotel in Gottentow-Lanz. The pastry shop on the ground floor had an international reputation. It made butter tarts, with crumb crusts that were toasted, and those traveling east-west, Paris-Moscow, or north-south, Danzig-Budapest, would buy them in between trains. In this hotel, in a corner room with a washstand, Isaiah C. Trumpelman stayed for three nights and three days.

It seems he spent this time walking, in wider and wider circles, so as to cover the entire town. Thus the first day he stayed near the Central Square, in the commercial district, and especially on Alexsandrowska Boulevard, with its travel posters and elegant shops. The next day he went to the residential sections, the Walburska quarter, the twin avenues, Leczyca and Pabianice, whose large houses were set into gardens and decorated with a pattern of banana leaves. Finally, he went past the New Market, to the working-class district known as the Baluty Suburb: here everything smelled from the tanneries, the dyeworks and mills were always steaming, and there was mud in all of the roads. So much for Trumpelman’s days. At night, at least for the first night and the second, no person saw him. Probably he was sleeping, or reading, or staring out the single round window high up on the wall of his room.

The third night was different. The Lithuanian walked out the front door of the hotel. Now he wore blue—the trousers, the jacket, the blue, white-dotted tie. A white shirt also. And a pair of long, narrow, shiny black shoes. Dressed in these clothes, which set off his eyes, and with his whitish hair brushed over his collar, he must have made a striking figure. He walked through the square and onto a side street, down which, blinking excitedly, were the lights from the Astoria Café.

That nitespot was not then as famous as it later became. Trumpelman took a table at the back. He ate a beefsteak and drank a clear liqueur. He bought four cigarettes. A thin comedian, losing his hair, told a number of jokes. About the Jew and the bathtub. About the landowner and the crow. Then a woman with black bangs and painted lips began to sing songs. She looked, with her straight, bare shoulders, like a statuette, like an Egyptian. The visitor at the far table ordered a hothouse flower and, when the songs were over, sent it to the stage. The singer pinned the rose to her waist, just above the split in her tight, gleaming gown. Then she blew that patron a kiss. It was in this manner that I. C. Trumpelman celebrated his forty-ninth birthday.

The following morning the guest checked out of the Hotel Europa and took a motor taxi to a wooden house in the Walburska quarter. To the front of this house, at Lepecky 6, there soon was affixed a bronze-colored plaque:

I. C. Trumpelman
Practicing Physician

That street, as it happened, was a lucky choice. Many of the houses on it were occupied by industrious and progressive Jews: the managers of the spinning mills, the owner of a furniture factory, lens makers, and such. Poles and ethnic Volksdeutschers, the sort who read newspapers, who wore wristwatches, lived in the rest. Moreover, from morning to sundown hundreds of men and women passed in front of Number 6 on their way to the nearby Rumkowsky Geyser—in fact not a geyser, but a branch of the municipal baths. Of course, such people, so hygiene-conscious, would notice the neat new sign on the wall—the only such sign, by the way, except for old Doctor Fosduk’s, in the entire quarter. You will not be surprised to learn that the new doctor thrived.

Trumpelman rented three rooms in the old wooden house, one upstairs, in which he lived, and two on the ground floor: a surgery and a room for waiting. This last place always contained, for adults, the latest illustrated magazines from Berlin, from Warsaw; and for children there was a round bowl with two fish. The young Volksdeutschers especially would sit with their fists on their thighs, like little men, and stare at the creatures behind the glass. Some of them would knock on the sides of the bowl, or blow on the surface of the water, trying to make the minnows come from their porcelain castle.

The doctor treated most of his patients with pills, either long white ones, or green ones, which were round. How he knew which color to give which patient was a secret; sometimes he would insist that the very man he had previously given the green capsules should now take a white one, or vice versa. “Swallow!” he’d say, and you had to do it, on the spot. Trumpelman had another skill, which in our town was completely unheard of. Without warning, he would shoot out his left hand and take a sick man by the neck; then with his right hand he would twist the fellow’s head like the knob of a door. If the person resisted, the doctor got angry. He would grasp his spectacle frames with one hand, so they wouldn’t fall off; with his other hand he would strike the table. “What’s the matter with you? Are you the expert? Look, I am getting upset!” These different techniques—the pills, which did make people feel better, and the neck-twist, which worked wonders, too—were thought to be typical of medical science in Vilna, though there was no diploma from that northern city, or any other, upon the wall.

From the first days of his practice this physician cared for large numbers of children. There were not then in Central Europe—and perhaps there are few today—specialists in juvenile diseases; yet people brought to this stranger, a man with a foreign lisp, their little ones, even from distant parts of the city. “He treats my Meilech as if he were his own” was how one woman put it, and all the others in the waiting room nodded their round Polish or square Volksdeutscher or long Jewish heads. Trumpelman never gave pills to these children, or wrenched their necks. Instead, he had a box of hollow sweets, which, after you sucked them for a time, suddenly flooded your mouth with a syrup that turned your tongue, your lips, even the world before your eyes, the deepest raspberry red.

“Attention!” the doctor would say to the boys, and when they stood against the wall like soldiers, he would thrust a thermometer like a baton under their arms. The girls he rode on his knee, at a real jogging pace, until their pinched faces grew healthy and flushed. “Stop! Chaim!” they would call, using his middle name. In spite of his famous temper, he never struck, never screamed at, these patients. Once he stepped from the surgery into the waiting room and discovered a pale, pudgy boy with his arm in the fishbowl and the two little fish alive on the floor. “Ho! Ho! What big trout you have caught! Yes, my Franz! You’re a brave hunter!” Then Trumpelman scooped up the minnows. As for the trembling Volksdeutscher, all the doctor did was pinch him a bit on the ear.

Trumpelman did not just treat these children; he tended their mothers as well. Best to say here that all through the twenties and thirties his name was connected to one type of scandal or another. Much of that reputation—for being a roué, a ladies’ man—began at Lepecky 6. People believed that with his blue eyes he knew how to hypnotize his female patients and make them do what he wished. It became a kind of fashion to develop a rash or a fever and then let it be known that the doctor from Vilna was attempting to bring on a cure. Rumors began to circulate about his past. You heard that he had already had three different wives, two of whom died in childbirth and one of whom was hit by a train. Or that, as a result of some liaison, he had killed a Lithuanian officer in a duel. Such stories explained why—crushed by tragedy, or a fugitive from justice—he had suddenly appeared among us. But whether they were true or not, or even whether his reputation was a deserved one, nobody could say for sure. Leib Korngold, who later grew up in our town, used to tell everyone how he once pushed open the door to Trumpelman’s office and discovered Malka Korngold, his own mother, without any clothes. She was walking up and down, he said, on the back of the physician. The odd thing was, it seemed as if it were Trumpelman who had been hypnotized. He looked, with a dazed expression, right through the boy.

These are not pleasant stories. And there are worse things, terrible things, to come. Ladies and gentlemen, whatever you hear in the future, at least remember the true, genuine feeling of this man for all the little Leibs and Meilechs and Franzes, who were the first ones to call him Chaim. All too soon the whole town, or at least the Jews in it, tens of thousands of people, would call to him, would cry out to him, by that very name. We all became his children.

But first the years had to pass. In 1923 Trumpelman bought a new suit. This was camel-colored, and always had a neat white handkerchief in the breast pocket. The next year he got an overcoat to match. In 1926 the doctor hired a nurse, a Polish girl, Miss Wysocka. She had dark hair and a dimpled chin. All this meant that Trumpelman was prosperous, that he was respected. But it was only after the Walburska Pogrom in the spring of 1927 that he became a really well-known figure.

This disturbance differed from others in the quarter in that the hitting and beating, which went on through the night, reached as far as Lepecky. The waiting room at Number 6 became crowded with people suffering from wounds, from burns, from broken limbs.

By the time dawn broke Trumpelman was exhausted. The walls of his office, his new armchair, his wrists and thumbs, were smeared with blood. Plasters and bandages hung everywhere. A child with a crack in his head was lying on the movable table, and a middle-aged Jew, a complete stranger, was shaving in the surgical mirror. At this point the doctor happened to look out the window. In the first light two Poles were walking down the middle of Lepecky, carrying a rolled-up carpet on their shoulders. Without hesitating, Trumpelman picked up whatever came to hand—it turned out to be his little rubber hammer—and went into the street.

“Stop!” he cried. “What’s that you have?”

The first Pole halted, but the second, a stocky man, kept going, so that the carpet looped in the middle. “It’s a rug,” said the lead man, with a smile.

“To walk on,” said the rear fellow, who at last stood still.

“Where did you get it? Explain yourselves!”

“It belongs to my aunt!” said the first Pole, quick-witted. “On my mother’s side.”

From fatigue, not from fear, Trumpelman swayed. The crowd had come out on the steps of Lepecky 6. More Jews peered from the windows. The tall doctor stared down at the Poles.

“Describe the rug! Tell me what it looks like!”

The second man began grinning, too. “That’s easy!” he said. “Blue! And green! Like when a peacock spreads its tail!”

“It’s more of a yellow, a yellow-green. Not like peacocks, exactly.” This was said by the more intelligent man.

“Roll it out!” Trumpelman demanded. With his left hand he grasped the frame of his glasses. With his right hand he waved his mallet, a foolish weapon. The Poles paused, shifting their feet.

“You see, sir, what’s blue to one man is green to another—”

“At once! Unroll it!” Trumpelman’s voice, always high, nearly screeched.

The two men obeyed him. A sigh, ah, came from the crowd. For the rug, a beauty, from Bessarabia, was bright red, except for a border of purple plums.

Wordlessly the doctor turned and strode to where two of the “mayor’s police” were sitting on brown horses.

“Arrest them. They have stolen a valuable carpet. They have broken into a citizen’s home.”

The policemen looked at each other. One of their horses blew air through its nose. The sun was now high enough to give everybody a shadow.

“Why do you sit there? Didn’t you hear? I, Trumpelman, order you to do your duty!”

The Lithuanian, bloodstained, white-maned, must have made an extraordinary impression. The two policemen advanced upon the thunderstruck looters and, between the flanks of their horses, led them away. Most people said that was the end of the pogrom. And it is true, within a few hours the whole Walburska quarter was quiet again. As for Trumpelman, he smoothed down his hair and returned to his work at Lepecky 6. Behind his back people threw their caps and their derbies into the air.

From that time onward, the doctor was a famous man. He was invited to the best parties—the ones given by Madame Greenkraut, by Madame Zweideneck. He gave lectures on hygiene to the Zionist Association. You could see him at the local concerts and the light musical shows. In the late twenties he changed his membership from the Synagogue of the Fur Trimmers to the celebrated Italianate Synagogue, whose rabbi, Nomberg, he treated for pains in the lower back. In 1931 the Jewish Community Council was dissolved and new elections held. Trumpelman finished sixteenth in a list of forty and took up a position as Deputy Chairman of the Department of Public Health. For a stranger, a man from Lithuania, this was an astounding achievement.

Throughout those years, Trumpelman never stopped going to the Astoria Café. Only now he sat in the front instead of the back. There would always be a glass of clear liqueur hidden in his outsized hands. Kümmel perhaps. Important people dropped by his table, people like Fiebig, the financier, or Rievesaltes, who wore a pistol inside his armpit. Once Mosk himself, the owner of a hundred thousand spindles, sat down beside him and at once started to speak.

“Doctor, you don’t know who I am, but if I told you that when I get up in the morning, when I sit up too fast, I see spots in front of my eyes, what would you say?”

Rievesaltes wanted to know if anything could be done about the fact that he had been born with one leg a little longer than the other. And why was it that Fiebig’s gums had started to bleed? More than once Trumpelman would cut short such questions. “Shhh!” he would say. “Quiet!” Then he would turn toward the stage, where the singer, Miss Lubliver, was thrusting a leg through her slitted gown and staring from under her black helmet of bangs.

Then came the biggest scandal of all. Only eighteen months after he had taken up his position with the Community Council, Deputy Chairman I. C. Trumpelman was forced to resign. Not only that, but he disappeared from our town completely. The reason the doctor fell into disgrace was his new insurance business, which he ran side by side his medical practice. He did not insure dry goods, or people’s houses against damage from fire—no, he gambled with their very lives.

“Let me see if I understand this correctly,” said H. Korngold, little Leib’s father. “You take the position that I am going to live another twenty, thirty, or even forty years, and all that time I pay you seventy-five zlotys every month. I take the position that I might die suddenly, next year, or perhaps tomorrow, in which case you have to pay whoever I say twenty thousand in cash. Yes, that much is clear. But where I get lost is—isn’t it like betting against yourself? Wouldn’t you get the evil eye?”

The doctor—this was in the surgery—put his ear to the patient’s pink chest. “You are too fat, Korngold. There is fat in the valves of your heart. I am a fool to write you a policy, even for five thousand, not to mention twenty.”

“But we agreed to the higher figure!”

“Look at that! I slap your skin and immediately there is the impression of my hand. No, no, with circulation like that you are too great a risk. I could not afford it.”

“Wait!” cried Korngold, the furniture factory owner. “You have to! I want to win!”

This life insurance became a craze in our town, like Mah-Jongg or buttoned shoes. Everybody had to have a certificate, even childless, even unmarried people. The most popular policy was for Zl. 25,000, which in those days was an immense sum of money. Rabbi Nomberg, however, by paying a premium of two hundred a month, had guaranteed for himself a lump payment of fifty thousand zlotys. Once Fiebig and Greenkraut and the mill-owning Jews heard about that, the race was on. Mosk was the first to go over one hundred thousand, but his record did not last long. It was as if people were climbing on top of each other. Someone who only yesterday was looked up to because of his enormous policy, with double indemnity, the next day wasn’t worth notice—since Blum, the importer, had secured a clause that paid a quarter of a million should he be struck by lightning or drowned in a flood.

No one could stand up to Trumpelman. What a salesman! He knew how to stalk you, to jump on you the way a lion jumps on a deer.

“What are you, Zweideneck, some kind of microbe? An insect? Or are you in fact a wealthy man who sells pneumatic tires? A maggot thinks about itself, but a man worries about his wife, his children, his dear little babes. Look what is happening! I am upsetting myself over you! What if I lose my self-control? When I think of your children—little Giza, with her violin, and young Mordechai—I become crazy. When you drop dead they will be orphans! Penniless orphans! A vision! I see them! Rags on their backs, sores on their feet. Something to eat, they are saying. Something to eat! It makes me tremble! How easily that hardship could be avoided. One hundred a month! One hundred and fifty! What about Madame Zweideneck? Has she not broken into a rash? That is a nervous reaction from worrying night and day about her little chicks, her darlings. In my opinion, it’s almost murder. Not to save a life when you have a chance! It’s filthy, swinish behavior!” And here the doctor did begin to tremble in fact. At the corners of his mouth, spittle appeared. Zweideneck, a man, after all, not an insect, took a policy for Zl. 200,000.

There were, however, a handful of people, Orthodox rabbis, Socialists, who refused to buy insurance at all. It cannot be proved, but many people believed that these holdouts were called on by Rievesaltes or by Rievesaltes’ friends. Certainly many fires broke out and some things—a piano in one house, a broodmare in back of another—were burned. Also, at least one explosion occurred—in the office of Lipsky, the progressive lawyer. The long and short of it is that by the beginning of the new decade, the thirties, everyone who was anyone in our town was fully insured. That’s why we felt so good about the future.

All this came to an end when Greenkraut, who had been insured for a quarter of a million zlotys, one day ate a sausage and died. Three weeks later the Widow Greenkraut received, inside of an envelope belonging to the Public Health Department, a bank check for the entire amount. But the next day, when she attempted to cash it, there were no funds left in the account. The poor woman looked once more at the envelope with the colorful stamps: postmarked Paris, Republic of France!

In minutes, it seemed, the news spread through the town. By evening a small crowd had gathered outside the house at Lepecky Number 6. Blum, the importer, was there, and H. Korngold, and the big furrier, Szapiro, in his wing-tip shoes. It got darker and darker, but these wealthy people refused to go. “Trumpelman! Trumpelman!” They shouted his name for hours.

Dawn came. The bells from the Protestant steeple started to ring. Finally Fiebig hurled his large shoulder against the doctor’s door. It easily opened. Miss Wysocka, with her dark hair in a bun, was there.

“Gone!” she cried, shamelessly weeping. “He has disappeared!”

At that moment, from far down Lepecky, Mister Zweideneck appeared, shouting almost identical words. “Gone! Disappeared! Madame Zweideneck is missing!”

The Jews simply stood there, pulling on their lower lips. It was all clear to them now. The Lithuanian and his mistress had absconded, and not one among them—not Mosk, half-fainting from spots, or the bachelor Plumb, at the wheel of his Daimler Double Six, would realize from his investment of thousands and thousands the sum of a single grosz.

If only he had run off for good, if only that were the rise and fall of I. C. Trumpelman, practicing physician, then the fate of so many Jews would have been different. But he came back, he returned, like a burning bird from its ashes. Perhaps he had never left, that is what some people said. They thought he and his paramour, the full-lipped Zweideneck woman, had hidden themselves in some part of the city, or else in a farmhouse nearby. There were reports that she would steal back to her old neighborhood, to visit her sleeping children, and that he sometimes went to the Astoria Café in disguise. Certainly such a thing is possible: ten years afterward a number of Jews, forty or fifty or sixty, managed to hide out that way in the Aryan part of the town. On the other hand, he might have gone to Paris, after all, or to Zagreb, or even to the moon. All we can say for sure is that he disappeared for two years and then, at the time of the epidemic, returned. And so our history changed. Or else—this is a thought that sometimes comes to us who are still living—it did not change, and everything that happened was destined to be. In that case the reappearance of Trumpelman did not affect the way our lives were twisted, like rags, one jot.

II

The attack of fever began in the Orphanage Number 2, the so-called Hatters’ Asylum, early in the year 1933. This institution was located in a large house, with a garden, at the corner of Krzyzanowsky Street and Piotrkowska. Its funds came partly from the Community Council and partly from the Hatters Young Men’s Benevolent Association, which was a group of Jews, with a Secretary-Treasurer and a Sergeant at Arms, who had emigrated from our town to New York City and who were not, or no longer, hatters at all.

What happened was that Julius Szypper, one of the foundlings, broke out in spots. No one at Krzyzanowsky Street had seen such a thing before. What’s more, an hour later the six-year-old Rose Atlas developed the identical symptoms. By then poor Szypper was running a fever of forty-one degrees, and a bear and a zebra and also a camel, he insisted, were circling around his bed. One of the older girls, pretty, plump Nellie Brilliantstein, had to cry, Shoo! Shoo!, and wave a broomstick, or Julius would tremble from fear. Then Nellie’s own face grew hot, her eyes were running, and soon she too was in bed.

By supper thirteen orphans, eight boys and five girls, were covered with either round pink, or lopsided purple, dots. They all went to bed, warmly covered, but no one thought to call a doctor until Nisel Lipiczany, a boy with a chipped tooth and a squint, suddenly developed a terrific fever, swellings at most of his joints, and a way of rolling ceaselessly over the floor.

The physician who normally attended the Orphanage Number 2 was a young man from Warsaw, Zam by name, all of whose clothing was imported from abroad. At 3 A.M., when his telephone rang, he jumped from his bed, filled a hypodermic injector, and patted his face with cologne. But as soon as he opened the door his muffler blew out from his neck like a windsock and his knuckles turned white inside his gloves. Snowstorm. He called the orphanage back. “It’s nothing!” he shouted into his end of the phone. “Hysterical rashes! We have seen this in Warsaw!” The ancient Fosduk, called upon next, promised to come, with his leeches, the following afternoon.

But it was not the old doctor and not Zam, who, that same storm-tossed night, knocked on the door of the Hatters’ Asylum. Miss Bibelnieks, a large, damp-faced woman, threw back the latch and uttered a cry. For standing before her, in the camel-colored coat that everyone knew, was the former Deputy Chairman of the Department of Public Health. He was thinner than he had been, gaunt almost, and held his hat in his hand. A strong gust of wind sent his hair in every direction. “It’s a mistake,” Miss Bibelnieks said. “We were expecting Doctor Zam.”

Just then, behind her, a small, swarthy child appeared on the stairway and wailed. “Help! Help! Spots!”

This little girl, so dark that many considered her a Gypsy and not a Jew, was rubbing and pinching her blotchy shoulders. Gutta Blit was her name. Above the wind more sounds came from the Asylum. Crashing noises. Shouts from children. Feet running up and down. Into this tumult, this plague, strode Trumpelman, pulling sweets from his pocket. He gave one to Gutta and another to Nellie Brilliantstein, upstairs in her bed; more to Szypper, to the Konotop brothers, to Myer Krystal, who was scratching the skin practically off his bones; and one to Usher Flicker, the single-toothed tot. Slowly, not right away, but as the drops released their magical centers, the children fell silent, rolled over, held still. By the time morning arrived, gray and snowy, the orphans were peacefully sleeping, as if under a single huge blanket, a raspberry-colored rug.

The days went slowly by. Trumpelman drew all the curtains, so that only chinks of light came into the Asylum. The children lay in their large, dim room, calm in the morning, calm through the early part of each afternoon. Then their temperatures started to climb. That’s when they kicked off their bedclothes, scraped at their skin, and imagined bats swooping, and birds. By dinner, bedlam had come: Gutta clawing, Szypper howling, and Nachman Kipnis knocking his head rhythmically against the wall. Trumpelman came round with ice packs; he squeezed their calves; he straightened Nellie’s wet, tangled hair. Finally, when the lines of light had faded from around the curtains, the children grew quiet. The sweet syrup inside the candies began to dissolve. It was at that hour that the doctor, seated on a wooden chair, himself not visible, told them a story. It became a regular custom.

It was not the stories that calmed the orphans, at least not at the start. No, it was the voice that told them, high-pitched, lisping on S’s, rising and falling out of the gloom. Occasionally a sick child would cry out; often somebody sighed. But bit by bit they all lay back, staring with their brown or black eyes, listening to Trumpelman describe his youth, his adventures, his journey to America when hardly more than a boy.

“My dear children, from my earliest days I have suffered from a wanderlust that has taken me to many places, in many lands. Only now, at the end of my life, have I struck roots—here, with you, in your town. One day, many years ago, I arrived at the port of Memel and for no reason, on an impulse, boarded the steamer Morgenstern, which was tied up at the piers. The decks of this ship were covered with great piles of coal, and seated upon these piles, and in the spaces between them, were hundreds and hundreds of Jews. In the center of the deck was a tall metal smokestack: black clouds, with live sparks in them, were even then pouring from it, covering the Jews, in their black clothing, with an even darker layer of ash. Children, as I stood there, watching this, I began to tremble. Something made me afraid. I knew that this little steamer—it was an old ship, of iron, with fittings for masts and sails—was meant to travel along the Baltic coasts. But then, the many passengers, the coal, the coal piles on the decks—that could only mean an open-sea journey, across the earth perhaps, perhaps to America!

“No sooner did this thought occur than there was the sound of a whistle, and a shower of sparks, all orange, shot into the air. The Morgenstern pulled away from the port. You can imagine my shock, my horror. I had no ticket. I possessed nothing but the clothes on my back. Yet strange as it must sound to you, as the houses of Memel grew smaller and smaller, as the shallow green sea turned steadily gray, my fear fell from me and I grew lighthearted. Many times since, in the course of countless dangers, I have experienced this feeling, this joy. It is the happiness of knowing one’s fate has been taken out of one’s hands. I know now that my life has been guarded for some particular purpose, some task, though what it may be I still cannot say.

“Our journey went smoothly for many days. The hot sun hung always above us; the pale passengers turned more and more brown. Small fish leaped from the water, spread wings, and flew past our bow. At night, behind us, in the churning water, green lights and yellow lights were flashing and glowing, like a boulevard. Then, on the morning of the fourteenth day, when the piles of coal had shrunk almost to nothing, the ship began to move very much faster. The sky was blue still, but the wind flattened the tops of the waves. Some man pointed upward; the plume from the smokestack no longer billowed behind us; instead—and why did this sight fill us with sudden fear?—it stretched out ahead, as if we were chasing it, as if it were a black rope we had to follow. A small cloud on the horizon began to swell over the entire sky. The day turned as dark as night. The steamer raced onward, dropping for whole moments into the trough of a wave, then rising even more steeply until it burst through a cloud of its own soot and embers. This happened several times. Then the Morgenstern, with its coal, its Jews, and its white-shirted sailors, broke into two pieces and swiftly sank.

“My young friends, I do not wish to frighten you with my story. You know I am here among you. I did not after all drown. The reason for this is that in the violent swirl of the seas, as I was tossed this way and that, my arm became wedged in a floating fragment of wood. At that hour, in the darkness of the storm, and through the night which soon followed, I had no idea of what it was that had saved me. But in the dawn, under light clouds, I clearly saw the giant timber, still round like a tree, with the grain of the wood wet and glistening. Perhaps it had been part of a mast, or a rib of the ship; but of that ship there was no other sign—no person, no object, no stain on the water. It was as if Providence had sent this timber to me and fastened me there, as a reminder of earth and of the role I had yet to play upon it. I alone had been saved.”

The room was silent and black. Most of the Hatters’ Asylum orphans were by then dozing. Those who had remained awake—Nellie, for instance, and Szypper, and one or two others—were staring at the place where the voice had been. There something was glowing, burning, then dimming, then getting red hot again. What was this? Trumpelman’s cigarette.

“Now I must tell you that on this same day, when the thirst became more than I thought I could bear, I wished to end my own life. But my arm was broken, my legs numb in the water, and I could not twist from the grip of the jagged wood. I had no choice but to drift, cursing the God who had saved me. The thirst. I cannot adequately describe it to you. The sea salt was mixed into each breath that I took. And in the seams of my skin. Crystals of salt on my hair. And the sun hung above me, licking at me, like an animal’s rough tongue.

“I cannot say how many days passed. For much of the time I was not fully conscious. I awoke at last to the sensation of movement—no longer drifting but cutting purposefully through the sea. Under a crust of salt, I opened my eyes. What I saw was this: the fin of a beast, protruding above the water, no more than an arm’s length away; and a second fin, moving rapidly toward me, coming up to the timber on the other side. It is true that my spectacles had long since been swept away. And possibly my senses had become crazed. Was this a dream? An hallucination? I can only repeat I saw the double fins, and felt myself propelled swiftly—for the remainder of that day, the whole of that night—through the water. I remember the sounds the dolphins made: grunting sometimes, the snap of their air holes, at night a whistling song. Before the next dawn they suddenly dove away, and I continued forward a moment until I struck the shore. When the sun rose I saw a city, it was the city of Galveston, rising out of the sea.”

Now everyone was sleeping. Even Nachman Kipnis, who had struggled to stay awake. The minute his eyes closed, however, he saw a genuine city, with towers and traffic and windows of glass—and not the muddy little port, half on a sandbar, that Galveston must have been at the time.

Not long after, the orphans got better. In a week their fever was gone and their skin became smooth and clear, the skin of healthy young children. The drapes were pulled back from the windows. Bright daylight came in. Immediately Mann Lifshits, the toddler, rode young Krystal around like a jockey on a horse. And Gutta Blit walked upside down on her hands. Thus the Hatters’ Asylum weathered the attack of what seemed to be spotted fever, but which turned out to be only measles of a new kind. Everyone knew the danger was over when Bettsack, the schoolmaster, and old Rabbi Lunt, with his hump, his sport jacket, returned to Krzyzanowsky for their regular lessons.

“Here. Here. Also here,” Lunt would say, smearing honey with his finger onto their books. Then the boys had to read aloud: Free will is granted to every man. If he wishes to direct himself toward the good way and become righteous, the will to do so is in his hand; and if he wishes to direct himself toward the bad way and become wicked, the will to do so is likewise in his hand.

As for Bettsack, his question was, “How many legs has a spider? Six? Four? Twelve?” It was a thrill when he opened his shoebox and let the children count the eight woolly legs for themselves.

There was an exception to this rosy picture. Nisel Lipiczany did not get well. From the start his symptoms had not been like the others’. His fever went up to forty-one degrees Celsius, then held there all night long. His joints swelled, first in one part of his body, then in another. Worst of all, he could not hold still. Wherever you put him he rolled: off the bed, over the floor, in and out of your arms. Only during the stories did he seem to relax, throwing the balls of his wrists over the side of the bed and turning his face, pinched like a monkey’s, toward where the familiar voice was calmly rising, calmly falling, like the sea.

That’s how things stood until one night in February, a really cold one—the children wore gabardine coats on top of their sleeping gowns—when as usual Trumpelman was talking around a lit Sport cigarette. Suddenly there was a noise in the corner, and on went the electric lights. Lipiczany was there, stark naked, squinting, doing a kind of dance. He lifted his knees, first one, then the other; then he did this more and more quickly, until it seemed the floor was on fire and neither foot could touch there for more than an instant without being burned. His black hair was flying. His head flopped around. Immediately the doctor ran over, trying to grab him. But remember he was then a man in his sixties. Nisel darted away. Nellie and Myer Krystal closed in behind him, while Miss Bibelnieks blocked his forward path. The crazy dancer, with his elbows, his heels, knocked Krystal and Brilliantstein down. With a whoop the other children came after, diving at his flashing legs, throwing their coats at him like a net over a bear. But Nisel leaped free. Then, with nobody near him, alone, he stiffly fell over, his arms at his sides. Everyone stopped, amazed at the force with which the back of his head struck the floor.

The boy was in a coma. They put him in a room of his own, overlooking the bare, snow-spotted garden. Lipiczany had been a lively, popular fellow, able to crack walnuts open with only the palms of his hands. Thus many friends crowded in to stare with real interest at the hollow spot in the center of his breastbone, over which a thin layer of skin was visibly shaking from the heartbeats underneath. To this spot Trumpelman hourly placed his ear. The rest of the time—for weeks, then months—he stood alone at the window, whose top pane was open in order to draw the smoke from his Sport like a thread through the crack.

It was by this same window, with its unwashed glass, that Trumpelman was standing one day in late March. Behind him was Lipiczany. The boy lay on his back with his mouth open, his lips fallen away from his teeth. His wet dark hair stuck to his forehead. Another breath. Another thump from his heart. A breath again. There was a shout on the other side of the glass. All the children ran into the garden. Miss Bibelnieks began counting, while the wards of the Hatters’ Asylum, like inverted bicycle riders, rotated their feet in the air. Springtime! Spring! For the first time since the epidemic, Trumpelman left the Asylum and took a walk in the town.

Where to? It’s not important. Perhaps for a steambath under the Geyser’s high dome. Perhaps for a walk by the boarded-up Lepecky Number 6. Or else he just rode here and there in the electrified trams. It is more interesting to note that no one recognized him until late that same evening, when he walked through the door of the Astoria Café. Then the whole crowd, which had been talking and eating and drumming their fingers, swung around. Baggelman, the orchestra leader, stood frozen, his baton in the air. “Please!” somebody shouted. “I have requested ‘St. Louis Blues’!” Then all the men and women got up to dance. Trumpelman slid behind the same rear table where, years before, he had begun.

Soon the songstress appeared. The same black bangs. The white pancake makeup. The only thing different was the tiny twitch, like a tic, she gave to her head. Trumpelman once more sent a pale rose onto the stage. It came back to the sender, during the latest Yiddish hit song, stuck in F. Rievesaltes’ sharkskin lapel.

“Well, Doctor,” said the latter, “when was it you came to town?”

“That rosebud. It was meant to go to a different person.”

Fried Rievesaltes frowned down at the tightly shut petals of the little flower. Then he gave them a flick with his finger. “Miss Lubliver has passed this gift on to me. Perhaps you do not know she is now my intimate friend?” With that he twisted that hat from his head and waved it in the direction of the entertainer. Her head jerked in response. She thrust her white leg through her gown.

Rievesaltes gripped the older man’s arm. “What a neck!” he said.

It was the custom at the Astoria Café to bring the drinks on little metal plates with a watch face painted on one of the sides. By midnight Trumpelman had six of these “clocks” piled on his table; the seventh kümmel was just going down. The waiter, Popower, made the usual joke about the quick passage of time. The doctor put on his hat and walked out the door.

There was the moon, with a fat Ukrainian face. And there a horse, attached to a carriage. Otherwise, the city was deserted. When the former Deputy Chairman of the Public Health Department reached Krzyzanowsky, he took out his latch key and inserted it into the lock. All the lights in the Asylum were out. Trumpelman, using the banister, went up the stairs. In the sickroom, under the overhead bulb, he caught young Doctor Zam stabbing a needle into the child’s wasted hip.

“I was sent for! They called me! It’s the crisis!” Zam stammered, and quickly pulled his instrument out. The Warsaw physician was dressed in what looked like a riding costume, with leggings and spats. His colleague strode to him, at the same time clutching the arm of his glasses. Then he slapped the dandy’s face.

“Out! I cannot restrain myself! I will snap your neck!”

Zam broke for the doorway. “That’s alcohol, you know. I smelled it. I could have you reported.”

But Trumpelman was already next to the bed. For a live person Lipiczany looked amazingly green. His breath came and went without enough force to shake a feather. And then, beneath the doctor’s eyes, the nose of the poor boy started to bleed. Trumpelman dabbed at the stream with the handkerchief he wore in his breast pocket, then turned to the Window and leaned against the black panes. He heard a door slam and an automobile engine ignite. Departure of Doctor Zam. From habit, from his gay nature, the young man gave two toots on his horn. The Lithuanian waited some time, until he thought he could see the outline of things—the top of a hedge, the frame of a bicycle against a tree. Then he returned to Nisel.

The bleeding had stopped. The thermometer inside his armpit read 39.4 degrees. The skin was once more a normal color. “Is it possible?” murmured the physician, and, as if in response, Lipiczany opened his eyes. They were black, wet, and held in miniature the overhead light and the figure bundled in a camel coat. Trumpelman leaned over the wizened little face, lined like a man’s. He had sucked one of his sweetmeats to within a millimeter of its liquid center. He passed the fragile glazed ball from his mouth to that of his patient. It was a kind of kiss.

III

Approximately six months after these events, in the fall of 1933, the Widow Greenkraut received a brief message:


Madame:

I know I have made you suffer. If I could cut off my right arm to avoid this, I would cut off my right arm. For years I poured on my head the ashes of shame, remorse, and regret. Now I am able to send you the sum of Zl. 1500, which is one-quarter of the total paid me by Greenkraut before he died. In this way I lighten my burden as I crawl through my last years to death.

I. C. TRUMPELMAN    



In November, Szapiro, the furrier, received a similar letter containing a slightly smaller amount. So did Fiebig. Rabbi Nomberg, the following January, got the same. In short, everyone who had purchased insurance from the Lithuanian was slowly, a little at a time, getting his premiums back. Even Zweideneck, who never again saw his wife, and who had lost his tire business because of the worldwide depression, was paid back half the zlotys he had invested.

Whether for good or for ill, the Jews are a softhearted people. They forgive and forget. As time went by, as the messages and the bank drafts for zlotys continued to arrive, people began to think of Trumpelman in a more brotherly way. Korngold, upon seeing the former Deputy in the Central Square, removed his hat. A more telling incident took place in the steam chamber of the Rumkowsky Geyser. A number of Jews were sitting on the wooden platforms, sighing now and then. Suddenly one of them stood up and walked to where Trumpelman was sitting, a little apart. “We are naked! This is how we came into the world, without any money, and how someday we shall depart. I am saying this for everybody to hear: we are all men here, just human beings, and nobody is different from anybody else.” This was not just a rich man speaking, somebody like Szapiro or Plumb. It was Mosk, the magnate, himself.

The seasons passed, one after the other, and it became clear to all that Trumpelman had devoted his life to the Hatters’ Asylum. He lived there in an attic room, with slanting rafters, in which he could barely stand. He was now the official physician of the Orphanage Number 2, for which the American Hatters gave him the same salary—every grosz of which went to pay off his debt—that had previously gone to Doctor Zam. As for young Zam himself, he never appeared on Krzyzanowsky Street again. His little blue roadster was often seen parked in front of the Hotel Europa, in an upper floor of which he maintained a suite of rooms. But what he did there, and why his patients were pale Polish girls, of good families, too, and indeed where his riches came from—all that was simply a matter of speculation. This much may be said: the young physician, in his French cuffs and knitted vests, so intelligent, so expertly trained, a Warsaw product, seemed bound to disappoint those who had placed such high hopes in him and in his generation of Europe’s Jews.

In 1936 a representative of the Hatters Young Men’s Benevolent Association, the businessman James Faulhaber, came back to the town where he had been born. He was an American citizen now, a New Yorker, and wore instead of suspenders a belt. A camera was looped over his shoulder. The plan was to work out an arrangement whereby American cotton would be turned by our local mills into trousers with matching caps. Of course, while he was there, Faulhaber wished to inspect the various projects of the HYMBA. Thus Anton Schneour, the Chairman of the Public Health Department, and as such the Director of the orphanage, brought him one night to the Asylum door. Said Schneour: “This is our staff, both Jews and non-Jews.”

Rabbi Lunt, Miss Bibelnieks, and the schoolmaster, Bettsack, stood against one wall of the downstairs hallway. The cook, the two maids, and the mute, microcephalic gardener boy curtsied and bowed on the other.

“Everybody together!” said Faulhaber in his rusty Polish. “And everybody smile!” With his photoflash camera, he took a picture of the crowd.

“And here,” said Schneour a few minutes later, “here are our future scholars and rabbis and captains of finance.” He meant the rows of male orphans, asleep in their beds. What a pretty sight! Each head on a pillow, a curled fist beneath every chin. The light from half a moon came through the window.

The American held his camera against his chest, peering down into the box. Something, alas, moved in the viewfinder. It was Usher Flicker, the four-year-old, blurring the picture. He threw his legs over the side of his bed; he stood straight up and down. Then, with his arms held before him, dragging his white sheets behind, he began to walk slowly across the floor.

“What’s this? Halt at once! Return to bed!” Anton Schneour hissed at the orphan.

“Shhh! He is walking in his sleep.” Bettsack, with Miss Bibelnieks, had come upstairs in the nick of time. The young schoolmaster held his derby, the way Faulhaber held his camera, against his chest. “It might be fatal to wake him.”

Like a bride with a train, the boy moved down the row. Only his toes and his ankles showed beneath his long cotton nightgown. His eyes were closed, like those of any sleeper. When he reached the bed of Julius Szypper, a strange thing happened. The older boy—also with his arms out, with his sharp chin pointed ahead—slid from his bed and began to walk about, too. Nor was that all. Whether it was the power of suggestion, of unconscious imitation, or simply because of the moonlight, more of the orphans began to move silently, slowly, in various directions about the room.

The adults stood in the doorframe, dumbfounded. Perhaps it was they who were sleeping, who were having a dream? A feeling—it was like fear, like awe—went through them. The sleepwalkers, each with his sheet trailing after, seemed to be gliding through space, floating like phantoms, like ghosts.

Then little Flicker, turning slightly to his left and his right, came up to where these grown people were standing, and abruptly stopped. His arms, so long held stiffly before him, dropped slowly to his sides. He gripped his nightdress and lifted it upward. His little male member stood out from his body, and through it he released his water over the American’s pants cuffs and the American’s shoes.

Faulhaber jumped backward. His camera, with its flash reflector, crashed to the floor.

“This is a hoax! It’s been planned!” cried the head of the Public Health Department, making a leap for Flicker. But the boy had let down his nightgown and was already drifting away.

Miss Bibelnieks, with her strong, dimpled arms, yanked the sheet from one of the Konotop brothers. She did the same to Nachman Kipnis. But both boys—Konotop had thick eyebrows which, like an adult’s, grew in a line over his eyes—continued to glide over the floor, as if in a trance.

“What about my shoes?” Faulhaber was asking.

“Stop!” Schneour commanded. “Stop them, Bettsack! It’s an order!” But there was nothing the poor teacher could do. Indeed, just then Rose Atlas, Gutta Blit, and other girl orphans came from behind the folding partition that divided the room. Their hands were stretched before them. Sleepwalkers, too!

You would think the presence of young ladies, even with their eyes closed, would have made unthinkable the next thing that happened. But it did not. Mann Lifshits climbed onto a bedstead and, exposed there, like a statue in a fountain, sent a stream splashing against the lower part of the wall.

It was an awful moment. No one, not Schneour, not Bettsack, had any idea of what to do. Young Szypper was beginning to raise his nightgown. On a different mattress, Kipnis, with a look of rapture, was about to do the same. That was when Trumpelman, holding a burning candle, entered the room. Calmly, he addressed the orphans.

“This is Trumpelman. You are sleeping. Go to your beds.”

The children did as they were told. The girls vanished behind the partition. The boys spread their sheets and put their pillows under their heads. The spell was broken.

Faulhaber turned to Anton Schneour. “Who is this person?” But Schneour only stared dumbly, refusing to identify his former subordinate on the Community Council. The physician blew out his candle flame. So Faulhaber’s words came out of the dark:

“From now on this man is in charge.”

It was in this way that Isaiah C. Trumpelman became the Director of what was called the Hatters’ Asylum.

The old house at the corner of Krzyzanowsky and Piotrkowska changed little over the next few years. Trumpelman had it repainted, in the style of a Baltic villa, white with green trim. In 1937, when the building next door became vacant, the Asylum moved in. The wall between the two gardens was razed, and in the common yard the children grew cabbages, beets, turnips; kept two goats and geese; planted trees for walnuts and plums. In the middle of the city, with its smoke, its trams, its thousands of people, it was like living on a farm.

The orphans of course grew older. The teeth of Usher Flicker came in. Mann Lifshits turned out to be left-handed. And a soft black mustache appeared on the lip of Myer Krystal. That was a sign that soon he would depart. But the odd thing was that neither he nor any of the other children left the Orphanage Number 2. Or if they did, with knapsacks, with valises, they quickly returned. Something there—the little bells around the necks of the goats, perhaps, or the yellow light burning late in the attic window—called them back from the task of seeking their fortunes.

This refusal of the older children to leave created two major problems. The first was that the gossip that had surrounded the doctor when he lived on Lepecky began to plague him at the Hatters’ Asylum as well. Much of this talk—about the Polish cook, the Polish maids, or about Miss Bibelnieks for that matter—need not be repeated here. What if it were true that shortly after Trumpelman became Director, Miss Wysocka moved into a room next to his? Or that when Mathilda Megalif, the dramatic actress, taught the orphans pronunciation, she occasionally remained for the night? These things may have once shocked our Jews, in their corner of Europe; they would not faze many folk now—not in America, not in the modern world.

It was a more serious business when the talk tied Trumpelman to his charges—that is, to children, even if some of these same orphans now wore earrings and read novels half through the night. Then word got out that one of the girls was going to bear the Director’s child. Imagine the scandal! For weeks no one talked of anything else. A Pole came around, a municipal official, and asked Miss Wysocka questions. Then a letter arrived from Mister Faulhaber—airmail, from New York. The news had spread over the ocean! In response to this, the Community Council announced that the Chairman of the Public Health Department would hold an investigation. For a time, it was an ugly situation. But Fried Rievesaltes, with his many connections, saved the day.

It was that gentleman who, early one morning, in the midst of a rainstorm, drove up to the Hatters’ Asylum in a cab. Trumpelman, with his hat over his eyes, his collar up, climbed into the rear. A young Jewish girl, it was the dark-haired Nellie Brilliantstein, tightly held his arm. The taxi knew where to go. To the Hotel Europa. It stopped next to Zam’s “Spider” two-seater. While the girl was above, in the medical suite, Trumpelman paced in the downpour. The pastry shop was already open. It was permissible to sit in the lobby chairs. But the Director would not leave the open square. There the rain drove at him from different angles. With an effort the pigeons flew by. At last Miss Brilliantstein came out the hotel door, openmouthed. Instantly the taxi, with Rievesaltes still inside it, drew up beside her, and she got in. Trumpelman shouted through the shut, streaming window. What he wanted to know was: Had it been a male child, a son?

At that time, however, other Jews were still having babies, and this was, for the Hatters’ Asylum, the second big problem. No one was leaving, but new foundlings were coming in. Even with the house next door, there was no room to put them. Nor was there enough money for food or warm clothes. What Trumpelman did was go to the fine houses on Lepecky, on Leczyca, and put his foot in the door. If no Jew was home, he waited. If he had to beg, he got to his knees.

Mosk, the man of a hundred thousand spindles, lived in an English-style mansion, made from red brick, with a row of white columns. One day Trumpelman forced the rich man to answer his door. There was no begging here. “My children are hungry!” the Lithuanian, in his high voice, started yelling. “Pay up! No chiseling! Trumpelman won’t let you make a deal! A doctor has to do away with diseases! This wealth, this richness, is a sickness! You are a danger to us all!” It was as if the Asylum Director were having a fit. He put his arms around two of the pillars and began to strain. His face became red, his hat fell off, and it seemed to Mosk that the old man was full of strange power, like Samson, with Samson’s wild, magical hair. In a moment the house would tumble down.

“Wait!” cried the mill owner. “I’ll pay!”

So, like a salesman, Trumpelman moved through the city. And wherever he went, from doorstep to doorstep, at his table in the Astoria Café, or even riding in Plumb’s twelve-cylinder Daimler, he was accompanied by a small, quick figure, like a pale shadow, never more than two or three meters away. This was Nisel Lipiczany, with the pinched face and the tooth that was chipped. He always held his head to one side, squinting, as if he were looking into the sun. Any light was too bright for his eyes.

“Poor little fellow,” said Plumb, at the wheel of his two-ton limousine. “What’s that noise he’s making?” Both men turned to look at the boy, alone on the rear leather cushions. Nisel’s heart sometimes swelled large inside him, making him suck in, and swallow, great gulps of air. He smiled at Chaim.

There is a certain kind of goose that thinks the first thing it sees must be its mother. If a member of this species should hatch on a day when its real mother is gone—let’s say, for example, she has been eaten up by a wolf—and if a hen, or a pig, or even a person, the farmer himself, is walking by, then the little gosling will peep with joy and follow the moving form wherever it goes, for the rest of its life. There have been cases of such geese running after clothes on a clothesline, or a cardboard box pulled on a string. When the actual mother comes back—there was no wolf, after all—the gosling will pay no attention. Don’t be surprised to hear of this. Peasants, mimicking calls, have always led ducks to the water and sheep to the slaughterhouse. What is new, a contribution of our own times, is that the same can be done to a man. Lipiczany, his fever broken, waking from his coma, saw the light in the hair of the man above him, felt on his face the wash of his breath. At that instant the orphan—silly goose!—attached himself to his ersatz father.

Plumb parked his auto and turned the engine off. He was a bachelor, a diamond cutter, and wore three rings on one hand. He used that hand to write out a bank draft for a handsome sum. In that fashion the Hatters’ Asylum solved its financial problems and went on happily, blissfully really, right through the end of the decade. Charity was the same as life insurance: once a few people had made a contribution, everyone else was eager to give.

On a bright afternoon in September, 1939, a small dot, a speck, appeared high in the sky. The children of the Orphanage Number 2 were in the garden, jumping over a little stream that Myer Krystal, with a pump, had forced from the well. A Polish girl was beating dust out of a rug. The gardener boy was clipping the lawn. A sunflower nodded. Walnuts, all on their own, dropped from the walnut tree. Then it became silent everywhere. The housemaid put down her broom. Workmen in Piotrkowska Street stopped their digging. Even the bells in the far-off Protestant steeple, which had been ringing, became completely still. No one, anywhere, spoke. It was as if the entire city were listening to the faint sound of the airplane engine. The children looked up. The distant craft dropped steadily lower, in circles. Its wings, in the sunlight, were silver, then turned dark beneath a cloud. For minute after minute it lazily dropped; then two bombs tumbled from it and, whistling a little, fell all the way to the ground.
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