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            TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

         

         This novel is set in the city of Tarnów, in south-eastern Poland. Most of the action takes place in the interwar period and during the Second World War. Here are a few historical facts that the reader might find useful.

         Before the First World War, Poland had been wiped off the map for 123 years by the neighbouring empires. Tarnów was in the province of Galicia, part of Austria-Hungary. In this period the Poles fought hard for their independence, staging several insurgencies that were crushed. During the First World War, the independence movement leader Józef Piłsudski formed the Polish Legions within the Austro-Hungarian army. A number of Polish Jews fought as legionaries and supported Polish independence.

         Within the Second Polish Republic, as interwar Poland was known, Jews represented about 10 per cent of the population (or roughly 3.5 million in 1939). Their social status ranged widely and they had a vibrant culture. Yiddish was gradually replaced by Polish as the language spoken by ever more assimilated, educated young Jews in the major cities. But anti-Semitism, always present, intensified in this period. Many Jews sympathized with viiior took part in the Zionist, socialist or communist movements, and were involved in illegal activities for which they risked imprisonment.

         When the Second World War broke out, under the terms of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact Germany invaded Poland from the west and the Soviet Union invaded it from the east. Poland was overpowered and occupied in a matter of days. Much of Galicia, including the city of Lwów, was annexed by the Soviet Union. In the occupied “General Government”, as the Nazis renamed what was left of Poland, the Jews were forced to live in ghettos before being deported to labour camps or death camps. Desperate Jews changed their identities, surviving by acquiring false documents, known as “Aryan papers”. Many Polish Jews escaped east to the comparative safety of the now Soviet part of the country, but had to flee further east in 1942 when Germany attacked the Soviet Union.
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1
            I

         

         nathan

         
            It was for rywka that he had come back from America. His story was that he’d thought about her every day for four whole years, until finally he’d bought a ticket for the ship home. He never told how he’d come back without a cent, and had even had to borrow the money for the ticket from his older brother. But he still liked to throw American words into conversation that nobody else in the family understood.

         

         He brought back a leather belt with a brass buckle. A farewell gift from his brother for the return journey to Poland. They had embraced on the New York quay and never seen each other again. Examining the successive use of the belt holes showed how his figure had changed over the years. Nathan himself couldn’t believe how slim he had once been.

         Like his father and grandfather, he resembled a wrestler. An old wrestler. Broad shoulders, almost no neck and a chest that was thrust forwards, like a rooster’s. He was proud of the fact that in town they called him “Boss”. 2

         Asked in the street how things were, he’d reply: “Good, but not hopeless.”

         He’d tip his hat and walk on.

         Every few months a letter came from New York. Ben would write that unfortunately he must postpone his trip to Tarnów. He couldn’t leave his stationery store right now. The school year was starting, and he had too many orders. He’d had to fire a dishonest employee, but he hadn’t yet found a new, trustworthy one to replace her. The Christian holiday of Christmas was approaching, a time for present-giving, and “it’s not just Jews who buy from us!” His wife had been unwell again. The crisis had begun, and if he were to leave the store now, he’d have nothing to return to America for. But he missed home, and was planning to come next year. He couldn’t wait to meet Rywka and their sons and daughters.

         “As parents you know best what they need, so buy it as a gift from me,” he’d write.

         Tucked into the letter written on company paper (ben stramer general merchandise, 33 Grand St, NY) and folded in three, he’d include some green banknotes. He always wrapped them in purple tissue paper to make it impossible to see what was inside. Every time the tissue paper stained the banknotes, which came out of the envelope green and purple, so Rywka had to wash them carefully, then dry them above the kitchen stove.

         Nathan only ever gave the children the American stamps from the envelopes. He put away the dollars.

         “I work non-stop, so I’ve no time to earn money,” he’d explain to his wife.

         And he waited. Waited, waited and waited. For a good business opportunity to come along. A chance that would change 3the life of the Stramer family. Take them out of their one-room flat with a small kitchen on the ground floor at the very end of Goldhammer Street, pick them up and put them down on the top floor of a town house with stained-glass windows on the stairwells, in a smart Polish-Jewish district, best of all near a stop on the tramline of which Tarnów was so proud. In one of those spacious apartments with lots of rooms and high ceilings, a toilet and a bathroom with running water, electric lighting and a flowery balcony.

         There was a brief period when it looked as if it would come true. He had just bought a whole wagonload of rosin at a cheap price. He was told it was used by violinists to grease their bows. How was he to know there were so few violinists in Tarnów? Finally he bought a fiddle and a bow himself, and told Salek, who according to Rywka had lovely long fingers, to play it.

         Despite the fact that Nathan had never been to the philharmonic or the opera, in his mind’s eye he could already see his seven-year-old son there – on the Kraków stage, or even in Vienna. Rywka too found it easy to imagine him in a little tailcoat, with a bow tie and a storm of curly hair. By contrast with his brothers, he didn’t like fighting or getting dirty.

         “Here you are,” said Nathan, handing him the instrument. “A famous violinist has never done harm to any family.”

         And he knew how much could be earned from selling tickets.

         But nothing came of this either.

         He did in fact send Salek to a Polish woman for violin lessons a couple of times. But did he actually get there? Every time they had visitors, and Nathan asked Salek to give “a little concert”, the boy wriggled out of it. Until six months on, Nathan stopped 4asking, and simply ordered him to “go fetch your violin this instant”.

         After the performance Nathan had nothing to say.

         Only once the visitors had gone did he twist his head on his almost non-existent neck and say in English: “Goddammit! ”

         Nobody understood, so he added: “That’s money down the drain.”

         That evening, for the first time instead of grabbing his belt, he grabbed the bow. At least it’d come in useful! And indeed it did. He didn’t have to strike at all hard for Salek to make noises similar to the ones that shortly before, during his “little concert”, the child had extracted from his violin.

         At work too, behind the till at the Jewish butcher’s, Nathan waited for the business opportunity of a lifetime. As a result, in a fervour of ideas, plans and minutely calculated future profits, he sometimes gave the customers the wrong change.

         “Shit,” he’d say in English, if at the end of the day there was money missing from the till.

         But occasionally there was too much money. Then he didn’t say a word, just discreetly put the difference in his trouser pocket.

         I’ve got children, he thought to himself.

         When the time finally came, he felt like running home from work. On the way he did the shopping. At home he never sat still for an instant. He helped Rywka to prepare the food. During supper he would ask the children how things were at school. But then he hadn’t the patience to listen. At least he enquired, thought Rywka. Then he would ask her to sit down and rest. He would gather the plates, roll up his shirt sleeves and do the dishes in a bowl. 5

         Only when he’d finished, and the children were asleep, would he remove his rolled-up dollars from the metal bedpost.

         “I’ve got a feeling this time it’s going to work out. This is going to be it.”

         Rywka didn’t answer. But Nathan knew what she was thinking: Why didn’t it occur to you last time to examine at least one of those candles properly?

         He hadn’t wanted to lose time, he was afraid other buyers would beat him to it, someone would offer a higher price. But his greatest fear was that the seller, who had come here all the way from Kolomyia, would find out how much candles cost in Tarnów, and would realize he was selling his for a song. Nathan had to act quickly. An opportunity like this would never be repeated. Candles four times cheaper than from the famous Jewish “Little Bee” factory, which supplied all the churches in Tarnów! Maybe even in Kraków too. So he’d heard, but he didn’t know if it was true or just advertising. Anyway, he had also heard that the owner, Mr Szpilman, gave the socialists money on the quiet. But that in turn could be disinformation put about by the factory’s competitors.

         When the moment came to pay, Nathan had even felt like a cheat. Maybe he should have tossed in a bit more for the wretched salesman from Kolomyia, or at least invited him for lunch? But at once that feeling had given way to regret that the man had no more goods for sale. So maybe it wasn’t worth it after all.

         That was Nathan’s unspoken answer to the question Rywka hadn’t asked him.

         They sat facing each other at their slightly wobbly kitchen table; the floor was uneven and the little wedge must have 6fallen out from under the table leg. As usual, Nathan was trying to push it back in place with his shoe. That didn’t work, so he leaned down, found the wedge and replaced it. Next morning, when it grew light, he’d finally clean and glue it on, he decided.

         They both knew none of his explanations would convince her, which must have been why they were communicating without words. Or perhaps they simply didn’t want to wake the children? They were just looking at each other, but even so, it briefly occurred to Nathan that in Rywka’s bright eyes, instead of the single small candle that was burning on the table, he could see the thousand he had bought without wicks.

         So what, if as soon as he realized he had run to the station and spent his last coins on a platform ticket? The train carrying the salesman and Nathan’s purple-tinged dollars had long since left for Kolomyia. For ages Nathan stood among the people on the platform, repeating incomprehensible American words before going home to admit to Rywka what had happened. That night, although the window was closed, on Goldhammer Street his children could be heard crying.

         Then he went to bed, and didn’t get up and go to work for a week. At the butcher’s Rywka said the same thing she had told the children: “Nathan has gastritis.”

         This time it’ll be different, said the look on his face now.

         It made no impression on Rywka that once again his eyes were sparkling, as in the days when she had first met him. Sometimes she merely wondered where he got his energy that constantly came and went in waves. Once she actually asked him.

         “I brought it back from America,” he said. 7

         That had made her think of the sea, which he had told her about on his return to Tarnów. It too was tossed by waves, it ebbed and flowed. But unlike her, it rarely kept still.

         “You caught it on the sea, more likely,” she said, smiling.

         In any case, she definitely preferred his stories about the sea and the big ships to the ones about New York. They calmed her. She liked to think of them as she fell asleep.

         rywka

         Nathan had often promised to take her to the seaside, but that was before the wedding and the children. So far, the furthest she had ever been was to Kraków.

         Of course in her youth she’d been offered the chance to leave for America. What girl wasn’t asked if she wanted to go? A pleasant man with greying hair and a signet ring on his little finger had approached her in the street. A Jew, of course. He’d introduced himself as an entrepreneur, the owner of a flourishing factory in Nebraska, and “first and foremost, an inconsolable widower who has come back to Europe in search of love”.

         This search had taken him as far as her parents. But Rywka’s father had threatened to go to the police. Not without reason was Galicia known as “Scandalicia” in those days. Everyone knew what these invitations were really about and what sort of girl these men were looking for. Yet two of her friends from Nisko, Nesa Schnur and Lila Flaum, had decided to go. Or perhaps their parents had encouraged them, and had pushed them out of the house? She’d heard that they ended up in Argentina or Brazil. She never saw them again. 8

         In Nisko the story was that the procurers referred to pretty girls as “silver teaspoons”, “bales of silk” or “rugs from Smyrna”. The less charming ones were “barrels of flour”, and the ugly ones were “sacks of potatoes”. She hadn’t forgotten those definitions, probably because the girls used to call each other those names. And she’d wondered which category they’d put her in.

         She’d realized she was too small to be a silver teaspoon. But she did have dark rims to her light eyes, thick black hair and a slender waist. So she wasn’t a barrel of flour, and certainly not a sack of potatoes.

         Now, on Goldhammer Street, those days seemed unreal. She’d married, moved to Tarnów, and had her children. So much had changed in her life. But had things changed in the outside world too? She used to hear about procurers dealing in “tender flesh”. And not that many years had gone by. She still found herself accidentally starting the year on her letters with the number 18, as if she couldn’t quite adapt to the twentieth century.

         Maybe that was because she rarely read the newspaper. Who’d have the time with six children?

         In fact she had given birth seven times. Their first son, Kuba, had been born too soon, with no eyelashes or fingernails. She’d reproached herself for needlessly helping Nathan to paint and furnish their first flat while she was pregnant, a place even smaller than their home on Goldhammer Street. Once she had slipped and fallen outside the entrance. She should have stayed in bed. Anyway, it didn’t matter anymore.

         It had been winter, and they’d wrapped him in the warmest quilt they had, but it was no good. He’d lived less than three weeks. It had felt so unnatural to arrange her own child’s 9funeral, to walk in the snow behind her own son’s coffin. She’d forced herself to shed tears. She couldn’t do it, and had shielded her face with her hands so others wouldn’t see that she wasn’t weeping.

         The little coffin hadn’t been expensive, but even so they’d spent every penny they had on it. They’d buried Kuba below the cemetery wall.

         In the night after the funeral she was woken by stifled weeping. She’d cuddled up to Nathan, and only then burst into tears herself.

         She didn’t know if Nathan missed their baby too. She didn’t know if he too was afraid Rywka would never fall pregnant again, like his sister-in-law Pepi, who had also given birth prematurely before leaving for America; she and the child had gone to hospital, but Pepi had come home alone. From what Nathan said, this loss had determined their departure. On the other hand, it was a known fact that in America they had the best doctors for that sort of thing.

         But in their letters in neat script on company paper Ben and Pepi never mentioned a pregnancy or a child. It was in the letters that sailed in the opposite direction (perhaps they passed each other somewhere in the middle of the ocean, thought Rywka) that in his nervous handwriting Nathan informed his brother of the arrival in the world of each of the Stramer children, and wrote about their siblings. Maybe that was the reason why they had never made the trip to Tarnów, despite being their closest relatives. And yet never once did they forget to put money in the envelope with their letters.

         It was easier for Rywka to understand this than for Nathan. Because what if it had been the other way around? What if we 10had remained childless, and instead of dollars, news of a succession of American nephews and nieces had sailed here from across the ocean? How would we have felt?

         So she thought about Ben and Pepi with sympathy. And whenever she thought of them, she was reminded of Kuba.

         “The first child is for God,” Nathan had once said.

         “Don’t talk like a rabbi,” she’d replied.

         Which of them would he have been like? Would he have been like their oldest, Rudek, who never sought their advice about anything at all, and spent day after day running around town? What did he actually do, and where did he get the money he furtively gave her for the household?

         She could only guess.

         rudek

         One Sunday, Nathan happened to spot him among a band of Polish and Jewish adolescents who were fooling around, following a regiment of Austrian soldiers as they marched along the main streets of Tarnów in close-fitting dress uniforms. Possibly to mark the first anniversary of the death of Emperor Franz Joseph, because there was a band playing a march as well. That was what Nathan had gone to see. Or in fact to take a look at the violinist. At the time he was still predicting a musical career for Salek, and had only just bought him the second-hand Höfner violin. And he wanted to know what a real violinist looked like. But why couldn’t he see him anywhere?

         Like everyone else, he stared at the drum major conducting the band, at his white staff with the brass ball at one end. Now 11the ball went up, now it came down, now it spun on its own axis, and as a finale it went flying into the air.

         I wonder how much he’s paid for that, thought Nathan and he froze in anticipation: maybe at least once the drum major would fail to catch his ornamental staff?

         That would have been less of a surprise than running into Rudek here. At first he couldn’t believe his son and the other boys were picking up dog-ends from the ground, and making rude faces and gestures at the soldiers. And on top of that, bawling to the whole of Sobieski Square:

         
            
               At Austerlitz and at Ulm, at Ulm as well

               We got it up the arse, the French sent us to hell.

            

         

         Nathan happened to know this song from his own youth. He started pushing his way through towards Rudek.

         
            
               We Austrians are always top of the class

               At being sent to hell and getting it up the arse.

            

         

         He wasn’t going to let his son sing the next verse. He pulled him out of the crowd by the collar. And in sight of everyone he thrashed him with the American belt. Without interrupting their march, a couple of the Austrian soldiers with curled moustaches turned away, but some of them held up their pince-nez.

         Nathan threaded his belt through his trouser loops and asked: “Will we ever do better than under Emperor Franz Joseph?”

         And added: “If I ever see you with a cigarette in your mouth again I’ll tear your lungs out along with it.” 12

         That had been less than a year ago, but it had plainly taken effect, because lately Rudek was to be seen every day of the week by the wall of the army barracks on the other side of Goldhammer Street where the Austrian garrison was stationed, never with a cigarette in his mouth, only in his pockets.

         For a week he’d been taking Salek there with him after school. Did Rudek look much older, or Salek much younger than he really was? Or perhaps the brothers gave that impression by contrast. The tall, broad-shouldered lad in the flat cap and plus fours leaning over the small, thin boy – squeezed into a tight school uniform with a high collar, really still a child.

         Anyway, they were more than thirty centimetres apart in height, and a year and a half in age. Salek didn’t play football, neither on the right wing, in a blue shirt and white shorts, as Rudek did for Samson Tarnów, nor in any other position for any other team. He didn’t play any games at all. He hadn’t learned how to whistle through his fingers or how to spit properly. He got his uniform wet whenever they drank lemonade from the bottle together outside the shop. And worst of all, he still got piss on his trouser legs under the tree, although Rudek had showed him how to avoid that several times.

         “You could shake it for two weeks and a drop would still land in your trousers anyway,” he’d lectured him. “But not on your trousers.”

         It was the same thing with boxing and wrestling. Rudek told Salek to practice on his younger brothers, Hesio and Nusek, but without much success either. Finally he had just about taught him one single blow – forehead against nose. This resulted in Hesio’s shirt being stained with blood, and a taste of their father’s belt for all three of them. 13

         Anyway, whenever someone picked on him, Salek would just fiercely clench his fists and spin his arms around.

         Though he wasn’t in any danger, because everyone knew whose brother he was – that made Rudek feel warm inside. But he did his best to prepare Salek in case someone tried to hit him in another district where they didn’t know. He was to say he knew Omega, Zachar or Bänder. There was no one in Tarnów who didn’t shudder at the thought of them.

         “Nobody will touch you.”

         He didn’t admit to Salek that he didn’t know them either. Did anyone else need to be aware of that?

         What everyone did know was that if they weren’t in prison at the time, Omega, Zachar and Bänder were to be found every night in the company of the prostitutes outside Hotel Polski on Dworcowa Street near the station. But everyone preferred to avoid encountering them. Apparently they weren’t afraid of anyone.

         As if accidentally, they’d elbow other people, push pedestrians off the pavement and knock off their headgear – school caps, flat caps, hats, skull caps and Hasidic Jews’ fur shtreimels all landed in the mud and puddles, which after even light rain were all over the place at any time of year.

         And that was just the start of it. Then these knife-wielding bandits would wait for a reaction. Would the victim dare to make the slightest comment, if only expressed by a mere glance, the tiniest gesture of dissatisfaction, visible in the dark to them alone?

         “You’re a tough guy, eh?”

         And at once they’d go so close to him that he could tell what they’d had to eat and drink that day at the station’s third-class buffet. 14

         Of the three, only Dawid Bänder didn’t punch his victims immediately. First he played with his knife. And that was what people feared the most, because Bänder was unpredictable. He might let a man go free, and suddenly stick his knife in the next one.

         “Want to be circumcised, tough guy?” he reportedly asked the terrified Prince Roman Sanguszko, whose car had broken down at night near the station.

         Rudek was aware of the gravity of this encounter. At school they’d been taught that the Sanguszko family were the former owners of Tarnów, and on the street they’d learned that Bänder was the grandson of Idele Muc, the legendary ringleader of Tarnów’s criminals. And as Rudek was one of the most attentive students at both these places, he realized that the descendants of the most powerful men in the city had come face to face with each other.

         “Want to be circumcised, tough guy?” Rudek and his brothers had re-enacted this scene over and over again for a laugh in the yard on Goldhammer Street.

         “Anything but that! Show mercy to royalty!” Salek would plead in the role of Sanguszko, shielding himself with his hands and fainting against the wall of the wooden outhouse.

         salek

         He’d spotted it at the theatre. Rudek had given him a standing ticket as a birthday present. The show was Samson and Delilah, directed by Dante Baranowski, who was also the male lead. During the performance, in the chilly, half-empty Falcon Hall, 15Salek couldn’t focus on the actors rushing about the stage, alternately roaring with anger, weeping or fainting. In Delilah he immediately recognized Jadwiga Geron, the elegant wife of his high-school Polish teacher, to whom he bowed in the school corridors. Should he bow to her now, as usual, at least discreetly from afar? He didn’t want to offend her. Nor did he know if he was entitled to sit down, though more than half the red seats were unoccupied. Whom should he ask? Apart from that, he spent the whole time wondering if Dante Baranowski had really been born with that name.

         Perhaps in the past he too had been an ordinary Salek or Jurek. And only as an adult, to appear on posters and perform on stage, first he’d had to change his name to one that sounded more artistic. It made him think of Goldhammer Street, which when they had first moved there was still called Zdrojowa Street.

         And how would it sound: Dante Stramer?

         After the performance Rudek was waiting outside the Falcon building.

         “Rudek, why is Baranowski called Dante?” asked Salek on the way home.

         “It’s just that his mother was Italian, and Dante is a typical Italian name.”

         How did he manage to know everyone, and to know so much about them? Salek looked up at his brother in admiration.

         But he could impress Rudek too.

         He had soon gained popularity at the high school, during a break in the very first year, when at the sight of Father Wątorek, who taught Catholic religion, and Izaak Bleiweiss, who taught Jewish religion, walking arm in arm across the uneven 16courtyard, he had quipped to his classmates: “There goes the Old Testament, arm in arm with the New.”

         Though some of them claimed a boy in one of the senior classes had thought of it, Rudek didn’t believe them. After all, their friend Romek Brandstaetter, a pupil at the same high school, was an unassailable witness to the fact that Salek said it first.

         The joke had soon spread throughout the rowdy courtyard and the brick school building. The bolder pupils began shouting it in the direction of the religion teachers.

         “Do you hear that, Mr Bleiweiss?” asked Wątorek eventually.

         And Bleiweiss replied: “How could I not have heard it, Father Wątorek?”

         After school various rumours went round about them. For example, it was whispered that they were fond of walking arm in arm because neither of them had a wife.

         Salek didn’t listen or take notes in Jewish religion lessons. He did his maths homework, wrote essays for the Polish class, and prepared for the private tuition he gave after school. And once he had finished, he gazed out of the window at the people walking past in the street. He thought about the fact that he too would walk down it after lessons, and those who saw him through the window then would simply see a boy walking along the street. There was nothing unusual or odd about it, and he had no idea why he kept returning to the thought that soon he’d be for others the person they were for him now.

         He also watched the rubbish bin at the junction on the other side of the street. He counted how many people leaned over and put a hand inside it between the first and second bell. Right now it was number four – though less than fifteen minutes had 17passed since the bell rang – an old woman, sweeping aside the rubbish, probably in search of leftover food. Before her there’d been a boy, his age at most, who had rapidly picked up some bent dog-ends and put them in his coat pocket. Rooks flew down to the bin too, not only making the most noise and mess, but also ruining the reputation of others, because they threw the rubbish out onto the pavement. But Salek was unable to count them.

         These days he thought the Hebrew alphabet looked sad and gloomy. He associated it with the poorest part of Tarnów, the old Jewish district. The letters hung down like sidelocks, or beards, or the trailing black coats of the residents of Grabówka that always had muddy tails.

         Even so, he knew everything Bleiweiss taught them. Once upon a time it had been interesting, and he’d liked it – fairy tales for the three-year-old boy he was when his father first took him by the hand to the cheder. Not the one nearest to home, where Rudek had gone the year before, but much further away. Salek’s legs ached as he almost ran to keep up with his father. He failed to notice the kerb and fell over, onto his hands, but he also stained his trousers, and worse yet, they tore at the knee.

         “Goddammit!” cried his father, yanking him to his feet.

         Salek burst into tears; he didn’t want to go to the cheder anymore.

         “You’ll go to the one near home.”

         A year earlier Rudek had come running home from there in a frenzy, determined never to go back. It had taken his mother ages to get him to tell her what had happened. Only when she promised not to repeat it to anyone did Rudek finally say that the melamed not only tugged their ears and beat them with a cane for reciting the Hebrew words badly. He had told him to 18strip naked and stand in the corner of the room, and the other children were to come up and spit in his face. That was when he’d run away.

         “Why did he tell you to do that?” she asked.

         “Because I didn’t believe the Jews crossed the Red Sea without getting wet.”

         In silence, Salek followed his father. All day at the cheder he kept a hand on his knee, and along with the others repeated after the melamed passages from the Torah.

         In fact the old teacher did not raise a hand to the children or even his voice, but to all questions and doubts he always had the same invariable answer: “You silly child, that’s what’s written in the Pentateuch.”

         Salek heard the same thing when, after a year of studying in this damp room, which was at the same time the melamed’s entire accommodation, he had dared to ask his first question, carefully prepared for many days: “When God saw the children sitting on the wall and laughing at the prophet Elisha’s bald head as he walked underneath, why did He send two enraged she-bears from the forest to tear forty-two children to pieces?”

         It was Rudek who finally explained to him that you simply had to respect your father and both grandfathers, even though under their hats they were bald.

         Anyway, luckily God did not repeat anything as cruel at the cheder. Just like the melamed, He kept quiet at the sight of the oldest boys who calmly played cards under the table, a buttons game or slapsies. He was equally unmoved when they stood behind the teacher and pretended to be dancing a waltz with him, or, blocking their noses with disgust, with two fingers they 19removed his old, darned long johns and socks from his wardrobe, or imitated a dog that had mistaken the old melamed for a bitch.

         Maybe it was just that the melamed was far from the power, piety and clear-mindedness of the Prophet Elisha, thought Salek. Or maybe that he wasn’t bald – there was long, matted white hair protruding from under his yarmulka.
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            II

         

         nathan

         As they said in tarnów, “the further from Grabówka, the cleaner the air”. Nusek only breathed with his ears there. The smell of that district was like a reminder of the outhouse on Goldhammer Street, or overnight from Friday to Saturday, when for ages the children couldn’t sleep after eating too much cholent at the Sabbath supper.

         “MOF?” Salek or Hesio would ask now and then.

         “OOM,” Rudek would answer them.

         “No!” Rena would shout if she was still awake. “I won’t let you. Go outside.”

         At night the two-room flat on Goldhammer Street changed into a bedroom. Three beds took up the whole of the main room, and the fourth occupied the kitchen. The chairs and table stood in the middle – it was important to remember them, especially after dark, on the way to the outhouse. But almost every time Nusek stumbled or at least bumped into something. 21

         Rywka did her best to make sure each child had as much space as possible. She had decided that her tallest and oldest son, Rudek, would share a bed with the youngest, Nusek, next to them were Salek with Hesio, who wasn’t much smaller, and a little way off, behind a screen, slept the girls, Rena and the last-born, Wela. Only Suchard the dog and Milka the cat chose for themselves at whose feet they would spend the night.

         “What does MOF mean?” asked Nusek. “What does MOF mean?” he repeated, as if he thought Rudek hadn’t heard.

         “You’re about to get a sense of it for yourself.”

         “Why won’t you ever tell me anything? Why?”

         “For the public good. Go to sleep.”

         “Just tell me, what’s MOF?”

         “Ministry of Finance.”

         “But is that really true?”

         “Yes. Go and ask at the bank.”

         Nusek wondered why his older brothers never took him seriously. How many times had he begged them to take him to the barracks with them? It was a waste of breath.

         It couldn’t still be to do with that silly story about a bow, could it? All the more since he did everything Rudek told him to. He meant well, the best proof that he was making an effort – trying too hard, even.

         Nusek closed his eyes, but he couldn’t sleep. He could hear his father’s steady snoring, Salek mumbling something in his sleep, and the creaking of the bed as Rudek turned over and laid his head on their shared pillow.

         He could feel his warm breath on his face.

         Why do I always have the least of everything? he thought. 22Room in bed, the pillow, and even the quilt, which Rudek pulls off me every night?

         “Are you asleep?” he heard Hesio say.

         He opened his eyes.

         “What is it?”

         “Do you want to know what MOF and OOM mean?”

         “Yes. Tell me.”

         “Will you fetch the firewood and coal from the shed in the yard for me for a week?”

         Nusek still couldn’t get to sleep, but now it was for a different reason. Once in a while he cast an approving glance at Rudek, sleeping beside him with his mouth open. Maybe he really did deserve the entire shared pillow, and even the quilt? Nusek felt like laughing at the very thought of MOF and OOM. The crafty creatures! Like this they could say it at school in front of the teachers, or at home in front of their parents. He would never have come up with that. It took someone like Rudek or Salek to think of it. That you only had to call something by a new name – and it was sorted.

         “This head wasn’t made for wearing a cap,” as their father would say when he was cooking up a new business idea.

         But the saying didn’t suit his father, and not only because Nusek had never seen him in a cap. Usually on his way out of the house he alternately took one of two crumpled old hats from the rack.

         The saying was definitely more suited to the head that lay on the pillow beside Nusek.

         Once again he was reminded of various situations in which he had heard them say MOF and OOM. He had suspected they were very rude swearwords, or a secret code to do with trading 23cigarettes, or with girls, or at least communism. Now it made him giggle, because it sounded so refined: MOF meant “May One Fart?” And OOM was “Once, One May”.

         He fell asleep smiling. As ever, he tried to catch the moment when he nodded off, and as ever, at the last second he failed to do so.

         rywka

         At night some of them dreamed the same thing. And Rywka was also almost certain they sometimes had the same dream simultaneously. Evidently there are individual and shared dreams, she thought, like graves at the cemetery, hotel rooms or cabins on the ships Nathan had told her about.

         She could have sworn she once heard the children playing football together in their sleep.

         “Pass it to me,” asked Nusek.

         “Hesio, to you,” said Rudek. “Shoot into the top right corner.”

         “Goal!” cried Salek.

         Rywka waited to hear what would come next, but there was just silence.

         “Nathan,” she said, cuddling up to her husband and kissing him on his broad nape, “you won’t believe what I heard.”

         “All the children in all the squares and yards in Tarnów are playing it,” said Nathan with his eyes closed, “and it’s no reason for you to go waking me up at once.”

         He knew what he was saying. The day before, he’d seen a headline on the front page of the newspaper at the kiosk: 24“Ball-kicking epidemic spreads alarmingly in our city”. It was especially hard for him to read the final word through the dirty window. Unlike the first three words, the large, broad letters of which had drawn him to the kiosk.

         As usual he didn’t buy the newspaper, but tried to read at least a few lines on the spot.

         
            There’s no yard in our city where a dozen brats, kikes or wastrels haven’t started kicking a ball around in the mud, whatever the weather. We’re just afraid the ladies will take up kicking – that will be the end of the world.

         

         Maybe he rarely washes the window on purpose, thought Nathan, casting a look of respect at the toothless old salesman, so people won’t read the papers for free.

         You don’t understand!, Rywka had wanted to shout. They’re playing in their sleep!

         But instead of that she said: “I’m sorry. Have a good sleep.”

         Next morning she’d forgotten about it. She had to send them all off. To work, to school, to the cheder. After dark she had already laid out the clean clothes they were to put on. She lit the kitchen stove and laid the table with a plate for each person, on which she put an evenly cut slice of buttered wholemeal bread, and then she poured them chicory coffee. As head of the family, Nathan had the right to a roll for breakfast as well.

         “Daddy, lend me your roll,” said Nusek. “I’ll give it straight back to you as soon as I’ve eaten it.”

         At first Nusek didn’t know what they were laughing at. It took him a while to join in with them, and then he laughed 25the loudest, as if to make up for the time it had taken him to understand his own joke.

         “I’ll give it straight back to you as soon as I’ve eaten it,” he repeated proudly, pointing at himself. “I’m wiser than I thought.”

         Before they left, Rywka washed the children’s faces, straightened their collars and combed their hair.

         Saying goodbye in the doorway, first she stood on tiptoes before Rudek, then bent her legs at the knees, and gradually went lower and lower as she stopped in turn before Salek, Rena and Hesio, on her way down to Nusek and Wela, before whom she squatted.

         “You’re descending like a New York elevator,” said Nathan, who had promised not to repeat that anymore, but once again couldn’t stop himself.

         Rywka always kissed the children in the same spot. Her favourite. It was where the brow ended and the nose began. She didn’t know what it was called, but to her it was the “saddle”.

         The same every morning. Thanks to this – as she kept telling herself and Nathan – there’s no time to get bored. These mornings had become an ingrained habit for her. Sometimes only while eating her own slice of bread or washing the dishes did she realize that Nathan and the children had already left. As if someone else had woken them that day, and made sure they put on warm underpants, drank their coffee and left home on time.

      

   


   
      
         
26
            III

         

         nathan

         “Ibought it,” announced Nathan in the doorway, as proud as if he meant the Tarnów Fertilizer Plant, not a dresser from the neighbour on the second floor who was selling off the last of his furniture before leaving for America.

         “For peanuts,” he added after closing the door.

         That was probably what he liked most about the dresser. And he sent Rudek, Salek and Hesio straight upstairs to fetch it.

         “What about Nusek?” asked Hesio.

         “Too small for a porter.”

         Rudek came down the stairs first. As fast as if he were carrying the dresser by himself, not with Salek and Hesio, who could hardly keep up with him, gripping its little oak feet tighter and tighter to stop the thing from falling on top of their brother.

         After they’d bumped into the wall for the third time, adopting the manner of Anszel Koszcz, Rudek said: “Gentlemen… What am I paying you for?” 27

         Salek asked if they could take a short break for him to tie his shoelace. Three steps later, when Rudek put the dresser down on the first floor, his hands were shaking.

         Anszel, the tallest and most broad-shouldered of all the Tarnów porters, was their informal boss. He could probably have carried an even heavier piece of furniture on his own without problems or helpers. Not so long ago Rudek had watched him loitering at Pilzno Gate in search of work, slowly circling the market stalls at a patient pace.

         Like the Earth around the Sun, thought Rudek.

         Indeed, Anszel hardly stopped at all. If the porters wanted to talk to him, they had to walk alongside, circling in his orbit. He was the man they turned to for everything. He was their supreme authority, against which there was no right of appeal on earth, at least the uneven, muddy earth by Pilzno Gate.

         Although with a black patch on his left eye and a rope cast over his shoulder he looked like the sort of pirate their father tried to scare them with, Anszel kept order. He always spoke calmly, with a smile even, but everyone knew what would happen to a porter who stole a parcel, for instance, or – God forbid – to a client who didn’t pay for their services. Rudek had often seen Anszel taking swift action to pull the metal shaft from his handcart.

         So how had he lost an eye? There were plenty of versions of that story. Anszel himself must have long forgotten how it really happened, and that was why he gave a different account every time he told it.

         “There are probably more versions than listeners,” Rudek explained to his brothers. “Some people have heard a different one each time.” 28

         The version Rudek liked best was the heroic one. Years ago, on a Saturday in July, some hooligans had surrounded the Jewish district. They had attacked people and broken into the shops, which were closed for the Sabbath. They must have done some planning, because as well as sticks and bits of metal they had sacks for the goods they stole.

         “As their bad luck would have it,” said Anszel, without ceasing to circle among the stalls, “they also attacked the porters’ families coming out of the synagogue on Rybny Square.”

         Anszel’s people had set off at speed for Pilzno Gate, where for the holiday they always left their carts tied to one long chain. There they removed the metal shafts from them to use as weapons. The porters were joined by some Jewish labourers armed with crowbars and planks. And at their head went Anszel.

         “We drove them out of the district. We smashed the carts they tried to escape in and set the horses free. We got everything back. I was the only one to lose something,” Anszel would say, pointing at the black patch.

         “But you saved the city from a pogrom,” came the reply with unwavering admiration, possibly because the nearest cities and towns had not been as fortunate.

         “They got a light rap on the knuckles.” Every time this memory was revived, Anszel would modestly shrug his shoulders – as broad as the dresser the three Stramer brothers were struggling to carry from the second to the ground floor.

         At school Salek heard a less heroic version. Before repeating it to him, his pal from the senior class asked Salek to be discreet. Earlier on, the pal had been asked to be discreet by his father, who had himself been bound to silence by one of Tarnów’s rope dealers. 29

         “I’m not telling anyone but you,” Anszel was reported to have said in a hushed tone to this trustworthy man, who was walking beside him.

         Before becoming a porter Anszel had spent a couple of years in prison after catching his wife with her lover. But it wasn’t clear if he’d lost the eye during his time inside or in his victorious fight against the lover, whom he killed.

         Salek had heard yet another description of the incident from Hesio, a version that didn’t mention prison at all.

         “It seems that while fast asleep Anszel was knifed by a jealous husband, who came home earlier than usual from his job at the slaughterhouse and found him in his wife’s arms.”

         For a while, the thought of a bloodbath that involved sticking a butcher’s knife in Anszel’s eye silenced the rowdy yard on Goldhammer Street.

         In fact Nathan, having overheard their conversation through the open ground-floor window, claimed at supper that he had a memory from his youth of the time Anszel got drunk and crashed his bike. He had fallen into a ditch, where he must have impaled himself on something – a dry twig, a bit of wire, or a piece of broken glass. Next day he had woken up covered in blood, with one eye missing, and couldn’t remember a thing.

         What impressed the children most about this story was the fact that their father knew Anszel in person.

         “I’ve met plenty like him in my life,” said Nathan dismissively.

         He took the opportunity to show the children the Jewish porter’s punch. He called Hesio over and suddenly shoved him away by thrusting out his belly. Little Hesio went flying against the wall, where luckily they had not yet positioned the elegant dresser with prominent horse’s heads, but even so, tears came 30to his eyes. When Salek timidly protested that the porters at Pilzno Gate and on Rybny Square were too skinny to punch anyone that way, without casting him a glance, Nathan merely shook his head.

         “In America,” he added quietly, to himself.

         “I mean the way Jewish porters punch in America,” he repeated aloud, as if he realized that to the rest of the family it wasn’t at all obvious that the real porters, craftsmen, tradesmen and the entire pot-bellied crowd were over there, where his brother Ben had stayed. Amid really tall houses with real elevators. Really wide, long streets with sidewalks, full of real stores and cafés with customers who paid for everything with the most real dollars on earth.

         “Even the sky is higher over there,” he had once let slip.

         Sometimes it occurred to Rywka that Nathan hadn’t come back from there at all. She suspected that he often imagined how his life would have turned out on the other side of the ocean. And that to him it was more real than their life in Tarnów, which as a result he neglected.

         Gently but carefully she wiped the carved wooden columns topped with horse’s heads. The sophisticated oak dresser didn’t match the rest of their furniture: the bench Nathan had knocked together from three pine boards, the chest with four drawers that barely opened, the eternally wobbly table or the wardrobe standing beside it with the broken back wall. It didn’t suit their cramped, ground-floor apartment, or rather the apartment didn’t suit it.

         Who would Nathan be if he hadn’t returned but had stayed there with his brother? If his brother had been more insistent? Or if that day on the quay he had changed his mind and said: 31I’m not boarding the ship after all. I’ll sell my ticket on to someone here and now, and make a profit on it.

         Nathan could see his real life, full of success. In America success is worth striving for. Even the folks in Żabno had heard of New York. But what did success mean in Tarnów?

         “I made a fortune in Tarnów.”

         “Where?”

         At best someone in Bochnia or Dąbrowa might have heard of it, but the news would never have crossed the Dunajec, Biała or San rivers.

         So is it worth trying at all? he thought, as he lay in bed for days on end, crushed by each of his failed business ventures.

         When Rywka asked if he was getting up he’d reply: “No. I’m ill.”

         When she asked if she should fetch the doctor, he said: “No. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

         And with his eyes closed he’d turn to face the wall, but he rarely managed to return to the American dream she had interrupted.

         Once he dreamed that their cramped apartment on the ground floor was really on the top, thirty-third floor of a skyscraper on Goldhammer Street, with a view of the whole of New York.

         Brother, he read in letters from Ben, over here we say that failure is the best opportunity to start afresh, this time more wisely.

         These words improved Nathan’s mood almost as much as the other contents of the envelope. Once Rywka had left the house to go shopping, he’d even get to his feet for a while to hide the rolled-up dollars in the bed leg.

         He always left the envelope with the stamps for the children. 32

         Anyway, the letters from Ben were the first thing Nathan decided to keep in the elegant dresser. Only after that did he put his comb bearing the initials NS in it, and his engraved Statue of Liberty. Rywka could remember him combing his hair with that comb for a few years after his return.

         “I wonder whether I’ll go grey or bald first?” he used to say in those days.

         It turned out to be the second. Secretly he bought himself Dr Drall’s hair-restoring lotion. But despite its one-hundred-per-cent reliability, confirmed enthusiastically on the label by both eminent scientists and laymen, the medicine did not work on him.

         In America he’d have saved his head of hair. He’d have got better lotion, more effective, or at least cheaper. He was sure of it.

         Later on, he used the comb for his beard and whiskers. But finally, at Rywka’s request he started shaving them off. She had delicate skin on her face and neck, and his strong stubble left red marks on her.

         Next to the comb, on the same shelf in the dresser, Rywka put a metal candlestick. Her dowry had included gold and silver candlesticks too, but they had been sold long ago to pay for the burial of Kuba, their first child. Nathan put a battered prayerbook into the dresser too, a keepsake from his father. He had also inherited his father’s tefillin, which he put on once a year on Yom Kippur. Every time the children laughed at him. But what could he do? They knew that on that day it was unseemly to reach for his belt.

         For the same reason, as they walked past him they’d quietly croon: 33

         
            
               Bong bang bing, bong bang bing.

            

         

         And nothing more, but that was enough, because Nathan knew the song well.

         
            
               The rabbi did a miraculous thing.

               He fell in the water while he was high, 

               And yet his beard stayed nice and dry.

            

         

         All this made him become confused about whether he should strap the little leather box full of lines from the Torah to his left arm first or to his sweaty brow.

         Yet he had sailed to America as a devout sixteen-year-old in a yarmulka, with ginger sidelocks falling on his cheeks. The first night on board he couldn’t sleep. He had never slept on a bunk bed before, let alone on water. He was afraid he’d fall off. He was afraid the ship would sink. “There was a storm raging,” he told the story afterwards. “We almost drowned.” But in fact it was he, not the sea, that was restless.

         Why had his brother told him to take the top bunk? He didn’t realize until the middle of the night, when the first passengers began to be attacked by seasickness, the results of which were felt by those sleeping underneath them.

         Thanks, brother, he had thought.

         In third class they weren’t served kosher food. What’s more, he must have taken his tallit and tefillin out of his case five times – at the very start of the journey. And yet he had felt all right, he never had a hint of seasickness. Two weeks later, when they sailed into New York, Nathan disembarked with his yarmulka, but no longer on his head, just in his pocket. 34

         Shortly after that he had had to answer the immigration officer’s questions.

         “Do you have a job fixed up in America?”

         “No,” he said, shaking his head like all those who didn’t want to go straight back home on the same ship.

         His brother had also warned him that at the medical inspection they’d examine his eyes. But he hadn’t said they’d do it with a metal crochet hook, and that it’d be very unpleasant. In the box marked profession they described him as: workman.

         Ben had greeted him in clothing completely unlike the gaberdine in which he had left Tarnów ten years earlier. Grey trousers, an open grey jacket, a black waistcoat, a white shirt and a black bowler hat, from under which he had no sidelocks protruding.

         Nathan had immediately understood that America had smiled on his brother.

      

   


   
      
         
35
            IV

         

         rudek

         For years it had been generally accepted that winter in Tarnów did not necessarily start with the onset of December or the first snow. Both its beginning and end were marked by something, or rather someone else. Despite bitter cold, the city did not acknowledge the change of season until the Hungarian roast-chestnut seller appeared on Sobieski Square.

         “He’s arrived,” people would tell each other.

         And then, breathing clouds of steam, they would queue to buy his chestnuts, which he cooked on a round cast-iron stove.

         The newspapers would report that the black-haired, black-eyed, black-bearded Hungarian with the unpronounceable and even more unspellable name had arrived, as every year, from the faraway city of Pécs, situated near the border of Hungary and Croatia. He knew only a few words of Polish: “zloty”, “God bless you” and “your good health”. He hadn’t yet managed to learn more, but he promised to make progress this time. 36

         Except that Rudek had heard with his own ears that the Hungarian also knew some Yiddish words, a good many too.

         “You thieves, I’ll get my hands on you!” he had shouted after Rudek and his pals, with no trace of a Hungarian accent.

         As it hadn’t occurred to them to wear gloves, they burned their fingers and dropped some of the chestnuts on the way.

         But it had all started the day before, during the Hanukkah dinner, when their father said: “I never saw a Hungarian like that one in America.”

         As he hovered by the festively laid kitchen table, to which Rywka was bringing the dishes, he tried to calculate how much profit chestnuts could bring.

         Now and then he shoved under Rywka’s nose the calculations he’d made with a pencil on a greasy piece of paper. But she never had time to read it before he took it away, made corrections, crossed things out and added others, then offered it to her again.

         While making these calculations he never stopped talking either. He was quite sure the newspaper reports announcing the arrival of the Hungarian were really paid advertisements – what’s more, placed not at the back, in the advertising section, but on the front page, among the regional news, making it far more effective.

         “I never read anything like that in The Jewish Daily Forward.”

         “Would you finally sit down,” said Rywka.

         At the centre of the table she set down a chicken fried in honey and garlic. According to family tradition, she cut off the rump and put it on Nathan’s plate for him to cut into five equal pieces. One he kept for himself, and he distributed the rest to his sons according to seniority. Nusek smiled at his piece, despite 37having just put the rest of his siblings off this titbit. He’d told his sisters, Rena and Wela, how lucky they were to be born girls. He’d rather be a girl so he wouldn’t have to eat it. In detail, making the relevant noises, he had told them what came out of the rump earlier. But the worst thing, he said, scowling, was that often it hadn’t all come out, so you could taste it in your mouth.

         Nathan had just speared his golden-fried chunk on his fork and was ceremonially holding it in the air, as if to remind them that the custom of sharing this choice morsel among father and sons was inherited from his father, their grandfather.

         “Dad, will you buy me some chestnuts?” asked Nusek at that very moment.

         Perhaps he was hoping to imagine a different taste while eating his piece of rump.

         “The chestnuts are dead,” replied Nathan, without lowering his fork.

         “But the Hungarian has arrived.”

         “The Hungarian is dead.”

         “What do you mean? I saw him last night on Sobieski Square.”

         “Sobieski Square is dead.”

         “What?”

         “While your father is eating,” said Nathan, pointing his fork at Nusek, “everything is dead.”

         And indeed, for a moment the whole table was silent, if not dead.

         Nusek had already opened his mouth to reply.

         “But Dad, you’re not eating yet,” he began, when Rudek leaned close to his ear and whispered: “Shut up.”

         Another word and it could end in the American belt. 38

         Rywka glanced at her husband. Brought up strictly by her own parents, she often said that strictness was either unnecessary, or unhelpful. Nathan lowered his fork.

         Then he raised it again, but this time to his mouth. At this sign the others could start eating too.

         Soon they were all pointing their forks at each other’s plates and spearing something for themselves. Bits of white meat went flying past in the air, breast, thigh, wing, neck or crisply fried skin.

         Salek did not fully understand why in Tarnów they called it “Jewish ping-pong”. “Your one and only national sport”. Although perhaps it was thanks to this tradition of swapping food that Tarnów produced so many excellent players? After all, at real ping-pong too the best competitors were the Samson Tarnów team.

         They had won not only against Maccabi or the local non-Jewish teams, but had also brought home victory from Bochnia, and lately from Kraków itself. And Samson’s children’s section, meaning Salek’s young schoolmates, such as little Emilek Schiff or Klein, who were described as “not much taller than the table”, sometimes beat the adult competitors.

         Rudek had taken Salek to one of the matches. And had taken the opportunity to explain that the professionals never say “ping-pong”.

         “If you want them to take you seriously, always say ‘table tennis’.”

         All right, but how would this sound: “Jewish table tennis”?

         Salek had noticed that at the wobbly table only Rywka hadn’t immediately started eating. Maybe she was less hungry, as she’d been sampling the food while cooking? Or perhaps she was lost in thought, or was gazing at the children. 39

         Rudek leaned towards Nusek again.

         “They haven’t got any cash right now. I’ll get you the chestnuts,” he said.

         And next day that was how Rudek had learned that the Hungarian knew more than just Hungarian.

         By the time he had run to Goldhammer Street his cheeks were red from the cold and his hands were red from the scalding chestnuts, but the chestnuts were already cold.

         Not without reason was the winter in Tarnów said to have no equal. Some of the devout Jews from Grabówka had icicles forming on their frosted beards.

         In the yard he whistled with his fingers. Leaning his back and right leg against the coal shed, he waited for volunteers.

         “Want a chestnut?” he said, holding one out to Nusek, who was the first to stop before him.

         “Where did you get them?” asked Rena.

         “Where do you think?! From the Hungarian.”

         Each person got two chestnuts. He watched them peeling off the brown skins. Taking care that nothing was wasted. Now and then they cast Rudek grateful glances, or discreetly peeped to see how many the others had already eaten.

         “A miniature feast,” said Hesio, his voice shaking with cold.

         And Rudek was reminded of what their father had said the day before. It occurred to him that now they looked like the best advertisement for the Hungarian and his chestnuts. And a free one, too. The only thing missing was the caption: Despite the wind and snow, the frozen Stramer siblings are relishing their stone-cold chestnuts.

         But somehow he didn’t feel like laughing.

         It was Salek who improved his mood. 40

         “Rudek, why do they sell them hot?” he asked, trying not to let his teeth chatter as he spoke. “When they’re far better cold?”

         “Better go home,” said Rudek, laying a hand on his shoulder, “so you don’t catch a chill.”

         A few weeks later, after they’d won a football match, Daniel, son of the deputy mayor, invited Rudek to his family home. He lived on Goldhammer Street too, but at the other end of it, the opposite end in every respect, in a house graced by bay windows. In his bedroom he proudly turned the pages of an album full of adverts for throat pastilles, glued to black paper. Each advert was a short real-life story, with the invariable moral that one should take Fay’s lozenges. The children from the local homes where the newspapers were read every day had entire collections of them.

         “This one’s very rare,” said Daniel. “Nobody at school has it.”
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