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			Advance Praise for Gallery of the Disappeared Men:

			“The stories in Jonathan Papernick’s ambitious collection Gallery of the Disappeared Men, all ask a profound question: how do we begin to face our own trauma? Part mythical, part magical, always historical, and forever haunting, this book examines the violence and brutality of antisemitism, racism, and misogyny through a difficult lens; prepare to be shaken by it. I won’t forget it.”

			—Carolyn Ferrell, author of Don’t Erase Me and Dear Miss Metropolitan; anthologized in Best American Short Stories 2018 and The Best American Short Stories of the Century

			“Papernick’s stories are at turns gritty, heart-wrenching, and quick-witted, but always unforgettable. I’m so excited to know this collection will finally be out in the world. Everyone should read it.”

			—Sara Nović, New York Times best-selling author of True Biz

			“With his new collection, Gallery of the Disappeared Men, Jonathan Papernick once again proves himself a consummate storyteller. From a stark displaced persons’ camp to the staid Boston suburbs, to the purportedly cushy camp hills of Orange County, Papernick boldly immerses us in unsettling and disturbing landscapes. Violence is everywhere and often unrelenting, perpetrated by an extensive cast of bullies. But there is magic in the horror too. Children grow gills. A dead mother spams her son. A severed hand morphs into a man. These are brutal stories of a troubled world excavated with surgical precision in a tireless search of the reckless and ruined, ever-beating, human heart.”

			—Sara Lippmann, author of Doll Palace,  Jerks, and Lech

			“As a novelist, Jonathan Papernick is a master at salvaging dignity from human disappointment.  He is a fixer in fiction, a storyteller of hidden silver linings, the kind of lively, engaging writer who will make you laugh and squirm and root for a happier ending for his characters—all misfits, outcasts, survivors--many of whom are too cynical or broken to believe in the writer who conjured them. Gallery of the Disappeared Men is a master class in Papernick’s special talents.” 

			—Thane Rosenbaum, author of How Sweet It Is!, The Golems of Gotham, and Second  Hand Smoke

			“I could rave on for hours about how deeply moved I was by this collection. I am awed by how well Papernick writes the perspectives of women, how he writes loss, and how he incorporates Jewish history and the rich pain of our people that remains a shadow of unshakable darkness that lives inside of us. Gallery of the Disappeared Men is unique and powerful. And it offers hope, too, by showing how transformative love can be in all its many broken forms of rescue. Each story in this collection is a beautifully crafted ballad, and each character a cantor, who illuminates the deepest forms of loss and offers a survivors’ breed of hope, making this a perfect collection for our times.”

			—Melissa Falcon Field, author of What Burns Away 

			“Prepare yourself. Gallery of the Disappeared Men is not a book you can dip into. These stories are transgressive and unafraid. This is a book that will trap you and sentence by sentence bind you more tightly to the fates of characters faced with impossible choices, characters driven by desires they do not understand, characters who search for what seems real. Here are dreams, some of them nightmares, from which you will not easily wake, and which will stay with you long after you do.”

			—Richard Hoffman, author of Interference & Other Stories

			“Gallery of the Disappeared Men is a knockout collection of stories that promises to both shock and move you. With bright, evocative prose, Papernick dares to shine a light on the disturbing edges of the human psyche, while never losing sight of the goodness often found at the center. In these stories, better selves battle crueler instincts, painful pasts clash with hopeful futures, magical realism dances with harsh verisimilitude, and cruelty and violence occur—as they do in the real world—beside sparks of kindness and conscience. Reader, prepare to sometimes squirm with discomfort, sometimes root with joy, and to never ever be bored.” 

			—Jessamyn Hope, author of Safekeeping

			“Jon Papernick is a magician, conjuring a rich emotional landscape from his deeply observed characters and their very human lives and needs.”

			—Ben Tanzer, author of Upstate, Orphans, and Lost in Space

			“Jonathan Papernick’s Gallery of the Disappeared Men is vicious and truthful, fantastical yet down-to-earth. Each story offers a different angle into the troubled heart of humanity with a keen eye for every palpitation and irregular beat. An equal mix of survivors, victims, and those who fall between such distinctions appear throughout these stories. All of them will linger and lurk in your mind for a long while. Disappear with these men (and women) and find yourself somewhere else indeed.”

			—Charles Pieper, writer and director of Malacostraca, writer of Destroy all Neighbors and producer of Everybody Goes to the Hospital
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			Displaced Person

			I was born twice, once from my mother’s womb in the Galician city of Tarnów, and once in the arms of a handsome watchmaker. Enough has been written about the black years of the war when everything I knew was turned upside down; my nightmares are no more and no less vivid than anyone else who suffered, so I will only say that I survived the catastrophe and leave it at that.

			After liberation, I was living, if you can call it living—I breathed, and slept, my bones brittle, my legs swollen from starvation—at the Zeilsheim Displaced Persons’ Camp in the American Zone, just a dozen miles west of Frankfurt. In the early days I suffered terribly of dysentery and saw in my mind, my mother, my father, my brother and sisters marching before my feverish eyes, forever marching, their arms gesturing for me to join them. I was so tired, and while I wanted nothing more than to feel my mother’s warm hand on my forehead, to smell the sweet wood smoke in my father’s beard, I knew I did not have the strength, and before long they were swallowed up forever in the darkness. When my fever broke and the stubborn strand of memory connecting me to my family had snapped, I found myself orphaned in the world with the promise of Palestine in my heart. But with the British government being what it was at the time, I felt I would be stranded forever in Germany. It was the cruelest joke one could imagine. Living in the empty homes of workers from the nearby IG Farben plant, I could still hear their voices like ghosts in the walls, rising from the floorboards, proud talk of the important role they played in carrying out the Final Solution. 

			The crowding was terrible. We were mostly young, there were no children and few over forty years of age. We were all survivors and had all learned to adapt. Before long, a jazz orchestra had sprung up, a theater group, a yeshiva, two Yiddish newspapers, and a mens’ sports club named “Hasmonai.” Each of the buildings in our temporary haven were named after towns and settlements in Palestine. I lived in an apartment house called Zihkron Ya’akov, and my heart ached knowing I may never escape my cramped flat for a sunny land that flowed with milk and honey. 

			I passed my time occupied with simple tailoring work such as the residents of Zeilsheim required, believing a trade would guarantee for me a future in Palestine. But my work was solitary, and I kept to myself. Sometimes the pants and shirts and pincushions before me would disappear and I would wake hours later wandering in a field not knowing how I had arrived there, sensing I had sought some impossible reunion.

			So many of the other girls were getting married and even having babies, trying to raise a family as fast as possible to make up for their families that died during the war. But I had not had my cycle in many years and knew I was no longer able to bear children, so I remained alone. After more than a year at Zeilsheim I was still afraid to look at myself in the mirror, still in the grips of the skeleton I had seen at the camp, the skeleton with the deep eyes with no bottoms. 

			“Don’t you recognize me?” the face had asked when I saw a reflection of myself in a rain puddle. I could not tell whether I was of the living or the dead. 

			An American girl from the Joint Distribution Committee named Betty taught me English in the afternoons. She was healthy, not quite fat, from some far-off place in the middle of a vast, impossible continent, far from the sea and the problems of the world. The other girls did not like her. She did not speak Yiddish or Hebrew and knew nothing of Palestine. They said she was not Jewish and had pink skin like a pig’s. They complained she could not understand our culture and the ways of our lost civilization. But I knew they only wanted to recount again and again in gruesome detail what had happened in the camps. Their preoccupation with the atrocities we all suffered only caused me to suffer again, as if for the first time. I was happy to have Betty to myself. She smiled easily, like a child who knew nothing beyond her own nursery, and we read simple books together. In turn I read to her from the newspaper In Transit and studied the list of missing persons in the hope of seeing a familiar name.

			 I loved languages and spoke Polish, Russian, German, Yiddish, Hebrew and even a little French, but I could not understand why “enough” did not have the letter f or why “though” and “dough” ended in gh while “throw” and “so” did not. Or why “sew” did not rhyme with ‘“stew.” I enjoyed the challenge, and Betty was very kind to me.

			The doctors told me I had gained back much of the weight I lost, and I wore a new donated, flower-print dress sent from from America. Betty had brushed my hair and fastened it at the back with a pretty, red bow. I felt like some sort of plaything, a child’s doll, and I pulled away from Betty and said, testing my English “Why do you doing this?”

			“I’m trying to help you get your self-respect back, as a human being, and as a woman.”

			“Why?” I said understanding little of what she said. I knew she was trying to help me but could not understand why anyone would want to do so.

			I was used to being sprayed for lice with DDT, poked with needles to test for tuberculosis. I was used to countless humiliations at the hands of others, but now Betty placed a red leather box between us that lit up when opened and removed a tube of lipstick. I was still as she applied it to my lips, and it felt like I was being kissed. I was reminded that those desires I thought had gone forever still lay in my secret places.

			“You’re blushing,” she said. “Let me help you.”

			She tickled my cheeks with a soft brush and said, “My mother used to pinch herself to gain a rosy glow. I’ve always preferred Revlon.”

			When Betty was finished with my lips and cheeks, applying makeup to my eyes, and plucking the hair on my brows, she took a step back and smiled, her big white teeth shining like the pearls around her neck. She even painted my brittle fingernails a cheerful red, covering over the ugly white spots and splitting the doctors told me came from years of calcium deficiency.

			“You look pretty,” she said. “Here, I want you to have this.”
She unclasped her pearl necklace and fastened it around my neck. I was so surprised at first, I did not notice she was showing me my new face in the mirror. 

			The face of the person who stared back was not me. “Who is that?” I screamed. “Who is that?” I had such a fright I pushed away the mirror. I could not understand where I had gone. This had to be some sort of joke. Where had I gone? 

			Betty soothed me and caressed my hair like I was a frightened child.

			“It’s all right, Fannie. It’s all right. It’s just makeup.”

			In time, she convinced me to unclose my eyes and look in the mirror again. I did, and I understood part of me had withered away and died. I touched my face with trembling fingers, the high cheekbones, the narrow arch of my brows, the cherry-red lips. 

			“You look pretty,” I said, staring deeply into the mirror.

			“Fannie, say ‘I look pretty,’” Betty said.

			“I look pretty.”

			She reached out her hand to me. “The sun is shining. Let’s go for a walk.”

			Out in the street, the men from the Hasmonai sports club were playing a game with a ball and a wooden club. They all wore short pants and matching shirts with Stars of David on their breasts. A tall American with brown wavy hair and a smart, narrow mustache stood at the center of the square and threw the ball at the man with a stick who swung at it and missed.

			“Even Teddy Ballgame strikes out once in a while,” he said.

			His voice was warm and confident and friendly. His eyes were very blue. 

			“Who is that?” I asked Betty. 

			“I don’t know. He just arrived on Monday. But the other girls call him Kilroy.”

			I saw him notice me and he stopped for a moment, letting the ball slip from his hands, studying me as the men around him shouted for him to pick up the ball. He bent over without once removing his gaze, then winked at me and tossed the ball to the man with the club.

			I told her I would like to watch the game, and Betty smiled. Kilroy moved with ease and grace, stalking like a wolf as he snatched up the ball, throwing it with impressive accuracy to the men standing on empty bags of flour that had been folded into quarters to mark crude stations the men who hit the ball were required to pass. Most of the men caught the ball with their bare hands, but a few, including Kilroy wore padded leather mitts on one of their hands. I was impressed by his ingenuity to invent such a game, but soon I could stand still no longer, and my restless feet carried me away from the cries and shouts of the game.

			Betty asked me why I had walked away, and I began to cry, not knowing why the tears had come.

			“I don’t know,” I said in English. And then I began to laugh, because I knew there was “no,” and “know” and I was not sure she could understand which I was trying to use. 

			I was laughing and crying when he approached and handed me his handkerchief. It was warm from his pocket and smelled fresh like laundry soap.

			“I’m Laszlo,” he said.

			“I’m crying,” I said.

			In the evening Laszlo came to me and asked if I would like to see a concert. The jazz quartet was playing. I had seen handbills for them posted around the camp. I said yes. He was polite, unlike so many of the Americans I had met who were crude, and loud, and talked quickly. I did not wear my new pearl necklace because it was too valuable and hid it away beneath my mattress.

			He spoke some Yiddish he had learned from his father, some stilted biblical Hebrew, and of course, English. I was afraid at first to speak, believing he would realize we could not understand each other and leave. Betty had offered to chaperone our “date,” but I did not want to share this man who looked at me as if I was something rare. I wanted to ask him what he was staring at, and I was afraid for a moment he saw before him the same wretch I had been. He was so handsome, with impossibly blue eyes and a straight nose above his narrow, trimmed mustache. He took my hand in his and we began to walk. It may seem strange to say that I was not nervous with this man who I had just met, but I felt safe in a way I had not felt since my earliest memories. I felt the warm blood moving through his veins and how its pulsing came to match mine. His hands were so large my hand was lost in his. We walked toward the field where the stars shimmered above. He pointed to the sky and said, “Make a wish, Fannie.”

			I did not understand what he meant at first; wishes were superstitions like religion, a belief the Messiah would come and save us. But I saw the playful smile on his face, and I laughed. “I wish I was princess.”

			“You need to be serious,” Laszlo said. “Do not tell. Now close your eyes and wish.”

			He covered my eyes with his soft hands, and I said, “Why?”

			“Because I want to make your wish come true.”

			He kissed me softly on the mouth and I began to cry. “You are making joke on me. I am a shmatte with no use.” 

			Laszlo looked surprised—his blue eyes open wide. “How can you think that? You are beautiful.” Then, he kissed me softly again and whispered, “You are beautiful.”

			I could hear the jazz quartet faintly floating on the breeze, a trumpet sobbing. I was amazed by what I was doing; I had never been so daring, but my parents were gone, my family was gone, and I did not have to worry about what they thought. I lifted my dress over my head and lay down. Crickets chirped quietly in the warm grass. Without a word Laszlo lay beside me, removed a silver pocket watch from his jacket and checked the time. He later told me he did that so he could remember the exact moment when our bodies met. 

			When we had finished, I held onto him, my arms thrown about him with all my strength. My body no longer existed only to experience pain, but also joy. I felt I had been given permission to live, not as the girl my parents had raised in Tarnów, but as the woman I would become.

			 We walked back, hand in hand, Laszlo kissing my ears tenderly.

			“We missed the concert,” he said, laughing. “Sing for me.”

			I sang the only song that came to my mind, the only song for which I knew all the words, a song that brought me comfort at the camps when comfort was impossible. I slowly sang the words of “El Maleh Rachamim,” and I felt transported to somewhere above where we stood, floating, and looked down upon the two of us: it was the first time I realized I was still young, and Laszlo was the answer to my wishes. His eyes were full of tears. He did not know the song and when he asked its name, I did not tell him I was singing from habit for the souls of the dead. I simply kissed him.

			I did not see Laszlo the next day, or the day after, and began to worry he had left me behind. I fell into a black mood. I did not believe he was capable of doing such a thing, but I worried still. I asked people at Zeilsheim if they knew who Laszlo was and where he had gone, but no one knew. On the third day, a girl who lived across the street in the Herzliya house told me her new husband was a lathe worker in the metal shop at Lampertheim and had met Laszlo when he arrived. He was an American watchmaker who had performed top-secret work on weapons systems during the war and had been brought over by the United Nations to help set up basic machine shops in the DP camps throughout the American Zone. He made inspections, signing “Kilroy Was Here,” on each machine when it passed, and when it did not, he added it to a long list of materials the camps needed. He traveled to German factories and installations no longer in use since the end of the war and brought back bits of machinery, spare parts, anything that could be used to help make the camps self-sustaining. He was expected back at the end of the week with spindles and belts and motors.

			Betty came to me on Friday morning very excited and told me my cousin had arrived in search of me. I dropped the pants I was hemming in shock that such a thing could happen. I had last seen my little cousins Yossi and Ruchel at Targowica Square before they were deported to the Belzec extermination camp. They could not have survived. I had other cousins, distant cousins from as far away as Sendzishov. I had not seen their names in any of the missing persons lists and thought they had been killed. It was not easy to imagine someone resurrected, as my distant cousins would have to have been if one of them was searching for me now. In a selfish way, I was not happy to hear this news. I was preparing to turn away from the madness of Christian Europe which had been for the Jews little more than slaughters and massacres for the past two thousand years. I did not want to be reminded of what had been lost every time I looked into my cousin’s face. I had sworn to never look back again at that dead world. There was simply too much blood and pain and sadness. But my cousin was alive and on his way to see me. It had been so long, and I wondered whether I would recognize him. I had three or four male cousins who were nearly the same age as I was but could only think of one of their names, and Yitzchok had been feeble-minded and surely had not survived.

			There was a knock at my door, and I opened it, not expecting to see Laszlo standing in front of me. I had not brushed my hair and I wore no makeup. But he was kind and said nothing about my appearance. Laszlo was dressed in travel clothes and wore a handsome gray hat on his head. He was out of breath and spoke rapidly.

			“Fannie, I want you to come to America.”

			I thought America was not a possibility for me. I had shaken the hand of the widow Roosevelt when she had visited Zeilsheim, and even then, I never thought that I could live in America. I had no relations there, no employment possibilities. My English was not good. It was a dream I had dared not dream. Palestine was the Promised Land and I had imagined many times living safely among Jews in my own country. But the King David Hotel in Jerusalem had just been bombed by Jewish terrorists and many people had died. I was afraid violence would follow me wherever I went. 

			In the spring when Ilya Kalman and some others had registered with the Joint Distribution Committee to emigrate to America, they had been called traitors by the labor Zionist group. Men had thrown stones at them as they were escorted out of the camp to begin their journey to the USA. America was the Golden Land, and now I would have the chance to go. I did not care if people called me a traitor.

			“I told the relief workers from the Joint you are my third cousin, and I’ve sworn once you are in the US, you will not be a financial burden. I want to take care of you.”

			“You want me to live with you?” I said. 

			“Yes, yes.”

			I stared at Laszlo with no words. We barely knew each other and he wanted me to travel a half a world away to be with him. He smiled nervously, and I saw in his smile he meant what he said. I thought of our night together in the grass beneath the stars when we behaved as husband and wife and permitted myself to imagine an entire lifetime with this man.

			“You need to gain medical clearance to assure you are healthy and free of communicable disease, and then I need to petition on your behalf.”

			He stood in the doorway expectantly, and I realized he was waiting for an answer.

			“I will live with you,” I said. 

			Laszlo picked me up in his arms and swung me around, and for a moment I was sure I was flying. He was so strong.

			“I’m leaving now for Munich. I’m flying home tomorrow and will get started right away petitioning for your emigration to Boston.”

			“What is Boston?”

			Laszlo laughed. “It’s where the Red Sox come from.”

			The color of socks mattered little to me, but I was grateful for the chance to be traveling far from Zeilsheim to this new place to be with Laszlo. 

			He reached into his jacket pocket and removed a silver watch. “This is an American-made, twenty-three jewel, open-face, size eighteen, stem-winder—the most accurate timepiece in the world with less than thirty seconds variation per week. I want you to keep this with you always, until we meet again.”

			He pressed the watch to my breast, kissed me softly on the lips, and left for America.

			* * *

			A New World

			I came to Laszlo empty-handed in shabby clothes that were not my own. It had been twelve days since I had boarded the freighter Amelia in Liverpool bound for New Bedford, and the donated dress I had been saving to wear when I met Laszlo again no longer smelled fresh. It was wrinkled from my trunk and had fallen into some bilge water after I had hung it up to give it air. I had been saving that dress for so long I wore it anyway. Our reunion was awkward; he had become shy and did not know how to greet me. Laszlo had shaved his mustache and he looked very young. He wore his handsome gray hat and fidgeted with the hatband as if he had misplaced something there. I was afraid he thought he had made a mistake in sponsoring my immigration and stood silently before his inspection, feeling naked.

			I had taken care of his pocket watch like it was my own child, winding it, polishing it, and staring into my blurred reflection, knowing Laszlo had seen his own face staring back from the same watch. I held the watch out to him; it was all I could offer. I had no words, anxious, standing at the edge of a new world, an entire ocean between me and everything I had ever known. My knees shook in the cold December air. He smiled, took the watch from me, and checked the time.

			“Aren’t you going to give your cousin a kiss?” he said, at last.

			He stepped forward, wrapped his overcoat around me, so we were both enfolded within it, and he kissed me for a long time.

			“Welcome home.”

			Laszlo took me directly to Letourneau’s Department Store on Wallace Avenue to buy me some new clothing. I had left my trunk on board the Amelia determined to bring nothing of the Old World with me. It was Christmas time, and the windows were full of lights and colorful displays of the season’s latest. Smooth-faced mannequins modeled fashions for the coming year, and children pressed their faces against the glass as a toy train chugged its way through a miniature village. A bearded man dressed in red clanged a noisy brass bell outside the front door asking to help the poor. Looking around me at the neon lights, the shiny black cars, and the faces of the smiling shoppers, I could not imagine anyone in America could be poor. 

			The store was bright and festive, buzzing with activity; salesmen and women rushed back and forth, their arms piled high with boxes. Everyone was in a hurry. Pretty women offered to spray me with the newest perfumes, Black Magic, Evening in Paris, Fleur de Feu, and I let them because I was afraid Laszlo could smell the stink of the ship on me. Before long I must have had four or five different scents on my body because my head began to ache from the sticky sweet smells. I was dizzy with excitement, surrounded by so many different choices of everything. Laszlo told me to choose whatever I wanted, but I did not want to take advantage of his kindness. I tried on hats and scarves and gloves and coats but could decide on nothing. 

			There was a moving staircase which took us up to the second floor; I had never seen anything like it. In the dress department Laszlo picked out a few dresses he wanted me to try on. The first was a navy blue, silky dress with a tight waist, and pleats. I slipped it on in a small dressing room and emerged feeling like I was putting on a show for Laszlo, who gave a wolf whistle and clapped his hands.

			“Aren’t you the fashion plate,” the salesgirl said with a smile. “Decked out and ready to paint the town.” She wore a black gabardine suit dress with small gold buttons on the front and snapped her gum after she spoke.

			The dress was very uncomfortable. My skin itched beneath the fabric, and I told Laszlo I did not like it. He asked the salesgirl to wrap it up.

			“But it does not feel good,” I said.

			“It’s a good dress,” Laszlo said. “It says here it’s made of Bemberg silk.”

			“What is this Bemberg silk?”

			“It must be silk from Bemberg,” Laszlo said. He turned to the salesgirl, seeking her agreement.

			“Bemberg silk is a trade name for rayon,” the salesgirl said. “It’s a man-made fiber. It’s soft and comfortable like silk, it drapes very well, and it won’t wrinkle. Care is easy as pie. Just press it with a cool iron between wearings, and you’re dynamite.”

			“I just don’t like it one bit,” I said, scratching at my shoulder.

			“But you have to choose something,” Laszlo said. “I don’t see what’s wrong with this dress.”

			“What’s wrong with it is I don’t like it.”

			The salesgirl, tapped me on the shoulder, interrupted apologetically. “Have you seen our new selection of dresses? Let me show you something made of natural fiber.”

			“Thank you,” I said. “Thank you very much.” 

			I was afraid I had angered Laszlo, but he simply stood aside shaking his head with an amused half smile on his face.

			The salesgirl led me over to another rack of dresses. “This one has a longer length skirt. Very 1948. One of our colorful Glentex scarves will contrast with your new dress and highlight the blue.” She held up the dress to me, then froze as if she just remembered something important.

			“Excuse me madam, do you happen to be German?” 

			I was ashamed of my greenhorn accent, and had convinced myself at Zeilsheim, the more I tuned in to the Voice of America’s regular broadcasts, the more I talked to Betty, the more my accent would disappear. I believed my own lies, but worst of all was the fact this girl, this typical American girl, who snapped her gum and used words like “dynamite” saw in me the most beastly creature anyone could imagine.

			“No, no. I’m not German.” 

			“Oh, madam. I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .”

			I turned my back to her and Laszlo and ran as fast as I could. I reached the moving staircase and stumbled onto it, but the stairs were going the wrong way and the crowd of shoppers shoved me aside like I was a piece of refuse. I must have looked a sight, still dressed in the clothing I wore on the Amelia. Tears burst from my eyes, and I could see a mother shielding her children from my sight. When Laszlo reached me, I sobbed, “I want to go home. I want to go home.”

			Laszlo tried to soothe me in the street outside Letourneau’s, where snow had begun to fall, telling me I had traveled a long way and things would feel better in a day or two. “She was a silly young girl. Probably never left Massachusetts in her whole life. You know, by the clueless way I acted around those dresses, she probably thought I was a Martian.”

			That night, at Laszlo’s flat, a small one-room apartment on the second floor of a clapboard house on Story Street, I realized I was going to share a bed with a man for the first time. My heart beat loudly in my chest as I slipped out of my old dress. There was very little furniture. A plain wooden table covered with books and papers, a stack of dirty dishes, a tarnished kettle, and a hot plate sat before one of two windows that looked out onto the dark street. There was a single dining room chair piled with wrinkled clothing, and a small bed that looked like it had been made in a hurry. A cast iron radiator whistled and clanked in the corner. The wallpaper was peeling in places. There was not a womanly touch in the entire apartment. A calendar was nailed to the wall; every day for the past year had a large, penciled X over each day except for today which said “Fannie” in the center of a big circle.

			I was afraid I had made a terrible mistake. I could have been on my way to Palestine. At least there, under the warm sun, nobody would mistake me for a German.

			Laszlo soothed me, telling me we would move to a nicer place soon. He called me beautiful, his love. When he touched my skin, I forgot all about Palestine.

			We were together that night, and it did not have the urgency or the passion I felt the first time in the field outside Zeilsheim. He wore his undershirt and finished quickly, turning out the lights when he was done. “Goodnight Fannie,” he said. “I cannot tell you how happy I am to have you here with me.”

			I lay awake for a long time afterward listening to the sound of his peaceful breathing, the hammer-bang of the radiator, the soft footsteps of a neighbor’s midnight-pacing on the ceiling above me.

			When I woke in the morning, Laszlo had made me toast and eggs and served them to me in bed.

			“You’ve had a rough time. But that’s all over now. I’m going to take care of you.”

			He had buttered toast for me, and I could see he was trying very hard to please me. “I’ll see you tonight,” he said. “There’s something to eat in the ice box.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“I have to go to work. I already had to fight to take yesterday off. Tonight, I’ll take you to the movies,” he said.

			“But what will I do all day?”

			“Enjoy your freedom.”

			I could not finish my breakfast. A feeling of abandonment filled me, and I sank down under the blanket and stifled a cry. What did I expect? That Laszlo would stay by me all the time and not go to work? I knew so little of the world; I could only imagine the two of us together like we were that night beneath the stars. My legs stirred and I stood up, knowing it was time to walk. Whenever my mind drifted toward a dark place, my legs would take over and I would walk and walk. I didn’t know if I was walking to keep the past at bay or to find it. 

			I found a spare overcoat hanging on a hook by the front door. It smelled of mothballs and cedar. I draped his coat over me and was swallowed up within it like a child. Before long, I had rolled up the sleeves and pinned them, stuffed the shoulders with a pair of scarves, found one of Laszlo’s belts and cinched it at the waist, doubling up the bottom of the coat into a tight bundle circling my knees.

			I must have looked comical, like a coal-covered snowman marching down Story Street in the frigid sunshine. My breath blew in clouds in front of me. Already the ends of my ears were raw from the cold. I had no key to Laszlo’s apartment, and once I started walking, I could not stop until my legs told me it was time. I walked through neighborhoods packed tight with three-story wooden houses, laundry lines stretched out with ghostly frozen undergarments, past snow-covered cars hunched in the road like the forgotten dead, black skeletons of trees waving goodbye in the wind. A distant train whistled somewhere . . . 

			Walking, walking, walking. My feet are numb and black with red blooms of frostbite. We have been moving for days, sleeping with our eyes open, beaten with clubs as we march west. My father and brother, Chaim, ahead of me, slip now and then in the fresh snow, but never fall. Behind me a man has just been shot after tripping on a frozen ridge of mud. I hear the rifle shot, but do not turn around. The sound of gunfire is more natural to me than the singing of birds, and I have learned to ignore it. I want so much to lie down and close my eyes and sleep forever, but something inside, some burning thing will not let me. I no longer feel my lips, but whisper to myself, “you must live, you must live, you must live.” It has been days since we have eaten anything more than snow and dead leaves. Walking, walking, walking, always driven on, night and day. 

			Beside us a farmer is riding in a wagon pulled by a skinny horse, a dirty gray sunrise at our backs. He has a round, red-cheeked face. In the night, I heard my father rasping and coughing and now that day has broken, I see he has thrown an arm around Chaim for support, his legs weak beneath him. I am afraid they will both be shot. I look in the farmer’s eyes and see compassion, understanding, and try to smile at him.

			“Komm zu mir.”

			“My father is not well,” I say. “We can’t walk anymore.”

			“Komm zu mir,” he says again.

			I step out of line and reach for his gloved hand. He pulls me into his wagon and throws a blanket over me. “You are a human being,” I say.

			His breath smells sour as he leans close to me and tells me I am a “hübsches Mädchen, pretty girl.” He touches my cheek with a dirty finger and asks me to lie down in the wagon so no one sees me. Brittle shafts of winter wheat are scattered on the wagon floor. My father and brother keep marching ahead and do not turn around. I explain to the farmer that my father’s lungs are bleeding and he cannot walk anymore. “Please let us ride in your wagon.”

			“First you have to give me something.”

			“But I do not have anything.”

			“You do,” he says, “You do.”

			He presses deep between my legs, his belly crushing my ribs. I am only skin and bones and rags. I feel nothing but a dull throbbing pain; I no longer feel shame. I close my eyes the entire time he moves inside me. I smell stale wheat and feel wood splinters in my back and think of my father and brother riding in the wagon, wrapped in blankets. When he is done he wipes himself on me and tells me to get out of the wagon.

			“But you said you would let my father and brother ride in the wagon.”

			He laughs and his face is an entirely different face than the kind, round face I saw before. “Get out or I’ll have you shot.”

			“But my father is ill.”

			“Your father is an insect and you are a Jewish, insect, whore.” He throws me from his wagon.

			Walking, walking, walking. I find my father face down in the snow, a halo of blood spreading around his head, but I cannot stop walking.

			A police officer found me some time later standing at the edge of the river. It was frozen over and laughing children skated upon its surface. I knew the watch factory was on the Charles River, but I did not see it anywhere. Perhaps this was a different river.

			“Are you all right, miss?” the policeman asked. He held his cap in his hand and approached me cautiously. “You were screaming bloody murder.”

			“I am sorry.”

			“Are you lost?”

			“Yes,” I said. “I am lost.”

			I told him where Laszlo worked, and he put me in his car and drove a short distance to the Walden American Watch and Horologe factory. It was a large, red-brick building, full of tall windows and smokestacks and pointed towers. It looked like a castle or a fortress and took up an entire city block. 

			When Laszlo found me, sitting inside the warm police car, he took my hand in his and asked me what had happened.

			“I was walking,” I said.

			“In this cold?” Laszlo said.

			“I didn’t know what else to do.”

			“Fannie, Fannie,” he said shaking his head, “Let’s get you home and into a hot bath.”

			Laszlo drew a bath for me and filled the tub with fragrant bubbles. He sat, fully clothed at the edge of the tub, and asked if he could soap my feet. I sank my scarred and knotted feet deeper beneath the bubbles and said, “I want to get a job.” 

			He laughed and said “I’m going to take care of all your needs. You will never have to worry again. You don’t need a job.” The bathroom was full of steam and through the mist I could see Laszlo’s face was red, and he was sweating.

			“But I have worked since I was twelve years old. The raincoat factory in Tarnów . . . I had friends there.”

			“I don’t want you to work.”

			“Why, Laszlo? I was an excellent tailor at Zeilsheim. My hands were always busy, and I found something like happiness while I worked.”

			“Because,” Laszlo said, “you slaved for the Germans long enough. You should never have to work again for the rest of your life.”

			“But I want to work,” I said, petulantly splashing bathwater at Laszlo. “With a job I can make myself again as an American, a new me.” My voice echoed in the bathroom and my voice felt full and deep and strong.

			“But the old you is perfect.”

			“It is not. It is far from perfect.”

			“Fannie.”

			“I have a chance to start again.”

			“And where would you work?” Laszlo said. “At Letourneau’s?”

			A church bell clanged somewhere, and I turned away like I had been slapped. Did he really think that little of me? “Get out. I want to be alone.”

			“Look at me,” he said. 

			“Get out, get out, get out.”

			He did not move from his spot on the edge of the bathtub.

			“You think I am worthless.”

			“Fannie.” His voice had softened, and he waited for me to turn back. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have brought that up. Sometimes though, work doesn’t build you up, it wears you down and makes you sick until . . . And I just can’t imagine losing you.”

			He was quiet for a long time, measuring out his words so they would come out right. “My mother,” he said, “worked in the watch factory before I was born. It was her job to paint hands and numbers on the watch faces with glow-in-the-dark paint. She loved going to work with all of her friends, a modern woman with a paycheck. I have a picture of her smiling with painted teeth and lips and cheeks, glowing in the dark like she was magic. My mother was a Radium Girl. The Undark paint the girls used to paint the watches was radioactive. That’s why it glowed like it did. Their bosses told them to use their mouths to put a fine point on the brushes after every three or four numbers. My mother painted more than two hundred watches a day, shipped to every corner of the globe. She believed it was important work.

			“After I was born, my mother complained about pain and swelling in her jaw. She had horrible bleeding in her gums. Then most of her teeth fell out. One doctor told her she had syphilis, another said she suffered from neurosis and suggested she start smoking cigarettes to calm her nerves. When I was five years old, my mother’s lower jaw, swollen to the size of a grapefruit, fell off. She died two weeks later.”

			I wrapped my arms around my knees and stared at Laszlo for a long time. There are so many different kinds of tragedies. We had both suffered terrible losses; I understood then he was trying to protect me, not deny my wishes. 

			“But Laszlo, you work in the watch factory.”

			“I was lucky. Both my parents had worked for the company, and I was trained for over a year as an engineer and a watchmaker in the factory’s own school. I am considered a highly skilled worker.”

			“And I’m not?”

			“I’m not saying that.”

			“I promise I will not work in the watch factory.” I said. “But Laszlo, please let me have a job. It will be good for me.”

			“The war is over, and the men are back at their jobs in the factories. Sometimes there are positions for young women at Indian Rock, the School for Feeble-Minded Boys. But I’ve heard that place is hell on earth. I could never let you work there.”

			“I should be a prisoner in your home with nothing all day to do?”

			Laszlo was quiet, his face flushed. He removed his hat, ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “This isn’t exactly the way I imagined it,” he said. “But here goes.” He left the bathroom, and I could hear him moving things around in his room. He returned a moment later, knelt down in a pool of water in front of the bathtub, looked me directly in the face and said, “Fannie, let me make an honest woman of you.”

			I did not understand what he meant, but I knew he meant something serious from the look on his face. My heart pounded. I was an honest woman.

			He fished around inside his pocket for a moment and produced a gold ring. 

			“I want to marry you,” he said, slipping the ring onto my pruned finger. 

			I thought of all the times as a girl, playing with my mother’s rings, pretending I was a princess who would one day marry a king, and then later, with my brothers and sisters, wrapping her rings and necklaces as well as our candlesticks and Kiddush cups and most of our foreign currency in cloth and burying everything in the Buczyna Forest. We marked the place with a pointed stick so we could find our treasures again after the war was over.

			“You’ll have children—we’ll have a family. You’ll be too busy to work. You will have your hands full at home.” Laszlo’s smile made my chest hurt.

			“I can’t, Laszlo,” I said, wishing I could disappear. The words were so difficult for me to say I nearly uttered them in Polish. “I can’t.”

			“You can’t marry me?” He looked shocked, a stricken look on his face, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat to stifle a sob. I knew he felt the same way because that was how I felt. I wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with Laszlo. But I was broken in the most painful way, and I was of no use to him. 
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