
  [image: Cover Page of Tale of Two Citizens]


  [image: Half Title of Tale of Two Citizens]


  [image: Title Page of Tale of Two Citizens]


  Copyright © 2015 by Elyce Wakerman

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Yucca Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Yucca Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Yucca Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or yucca@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Yucca Publishing® is an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.yuccapub.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Yucca Publishing

  Print ISBN: 978-1-63158-014-7

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63158-035-2

  Printed in the United States of America


  For Jeff, Juliet, and Bobby and in memory of Jacob


  There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle or the mirror that reflects it.

  —Edith Wharton


  PROLOGUE

  1976

  Finding Fathers


  Charlotte sat on the bed regarding the Florsheim shoe box with equal measures of anticipation and resistance. She had noticed it over the years, up on a high ledge of her mother’s closet, and may have wondered every now and then while she was growing up why it was there: a man’s shoe box was singularly out of place in their female household. But she never asked about it. It would be like finding a bottle of aftershave in the medicine chest, something that just did not belong, but whose explanation for being there she really did not want to know. Besides, her childhood trips to the closet while her mother was away at work caused jittery nerves enough without adding the shoe box to her concerns, for what brought Charlotte to the inner sanctum of her mother’s life was a book she knew she would be forbidden from knowing about—much less handling.

  Damp with guilt, Charlotte would methodically slide each of her mother’s Reader’s Digests to the side as she slowly got closer to the object of her search, the sin-laden fruit whose grown-up secrets she and her invited schoolmates had gathered to pluck: Over Sexteen, the orange-and-yellow book-jacketed home to pages and pages of off-color jokes and shocking cartoons that Charlotte couldn’t possibly imagine her mother’s eyes gazing upon.

  Her hands trembled slightly as she closed in, and always there was that moment of dismay to find that the book was still there. Yet she’d wrap her fingers around its spine and hoist it like a trophy before her wide-eyed friends, the select group who had either studied it with her before or heard of its existence at school and now stood at the dock of their maiden voyage among its treasures. A man with a wedge-shaped gap in his chest the size and contour of a woman’s bosom occupied one page, eliciting uncontrollable giggles, rolling-on-the-floor hysterics from her and her friends, but could her mother’s eyes ever ever have beheld something so indecent? Charlotte had long ago convinced herself that her mother didn’t even know that the book was there, that it must have been left by the previous tenant.

  And a faded, fraying shoe box? Too high to reach, anyway? Of passing interest, at most.

  Even as she graduated from junior high school, high school, college, grad school, Charlotte never mentioned to her mother the pornographic hardcover that had brightened so many a winter afternoon of her early adolescence, and at some point, when she had looked for it just to see if her mother could still possibly own the licentious little volume, sure enough, it was gone.

  Now, she sat on one of the twin beds in her mother’s bedroom regarding the shoe box. “You are old enough to know,” her mother had tersely announced moments after Charlotte had come upon it. She was staying at her mother’s apartment for a few days before heading for teacher training in Connecticut, a job she was thrilled about because a) it would require a certain amount of traveling, which meant b) she could save money on rent and stay with her mom between assignments.

  She had been going in search of a sweater when the unexpected object on the bed stopped her in her tracks. Of course, she didn’t have to think for even one split second about what this was: it was the Florsheim shoe box that had sat high on a ledge in her mother’s closet for the entirety of her childhood, and which, whatever it might contain, the least likely possibility was shoes.

  But why was it here? What was she supposed to do with it? It was at that puzzling moment that her mother had appeared in the doorway and made her terse statement: “You are old enough to know.” The declaration contained four words more: “It was your father’s.” She left the doorway as silently as she had materialized inside it and, oddly, closed the door behind her.

  “Old enough to know.” Charlotte was twenty-seven. She had a master’s degree in art history, a boyfriend, a job she was looking forward to, and a pretty optimistic little attitude. Her confidence wasn’t based on anything in particular, it was just the way she was. Some might consider her annoyingly sunny; one of those people would be her mother, who tended toward a more cautious worldview.

  The box had no cover, yet its contents were comparatively dust free. Had her mother gone over the envelopes, documents, photographs with a cloth before handing them to her? Did she go through them occasionally herself, thereby keeping them from collecting dust? Sit at the kitchen table and pick through her deceased husband’s papers as a way, perhaps, of feeling that he was with her?

  Charlotte sifted through the papers and pictures warily. Her father, who had died of a sudden heart attack when she was a toddler, was firmly entrenched in her imagination as a hero. Worshipping his memory and what a perfect dad he would have been comprised the entirety of the relationship she wanted to have with him. Though a naturally inquisitive person, she really wasn’t all that interested in learning things about her father that might tarnish the idol. He was dead, she had had to grow up without a father, who was dead; didn’t she deserve to keep his image sacrosanct?

  Photographs. Who were these people? A pretty young woman and a small boy.

  One piece of paper was so delicate it nearly crumbled between her fingers; a government document of some kind. A congressional hearing?

  Other sheets of paper, similarly fragile, were written entirely in Polish.

  Really. Sunny Charlotte couldn’t help but feel irritated. What was she supposed to do with all this stuff: sit down, now, at eight o’clock on some random night in September and learn the ins and outs of Harry Himelbaum’s life story? Well, she didn’t feel “old enough to know,” not just yet.

  And so, after her cursory perusal, she shoved the box away from her, grabbed her cardigan, and opened the bedroom door.

  It would be years before she revisited the box, organized its contents according to date, found a translator, and put together an understanding of the road her father had taken to give her life.

  ~ ~ ~


  PART ONE

  1929

  A Path to Citizenship


  April

  Wlodawa, Poland

  Hope and sorrow mingled as travelers and those who had come to say good-bye gathered at the train station. Standing in his straightest posture among the mothers and uncles and neighbors, and people from the village who might not even know anyone leaving, but for whom these departures marked a noteworthy event, a ruddy young man of twenty gripped his visa protectively. Every few minutes, he tapped the pocket of his jacket to feel the reassuring outline of the precious steamer ticket. He squared his shoulders more broadly; he was really here, really doing this! Owing to his father, who had already been there for seven years, Yankel Himelbaum was going to America. His legal classification for entry as the minor, unmarried son of an American citizen was stamped right there on the visa he held so proudly.

  Tugging at his overcoat, which Yankel wore on top of his jacket because there was no more room in his small suitcase, his little sister, Rifka, looked up at him with adoration. She laughed and sobbed simultaneously, her face busy with the effort, and, as always, she chattered: “Don’t forget us, Yankel. What will we do without you? You will send for me, you will, won’t you?”

  Yankel’s older brothers, already married, looked on skeptically. What was the big deal with this America? they wondered. First their father, now Yankel, the one everybody counted on. Even though he was the youngest, it was he who oversaw their small dairy farm. He kept the books like a real businessman and never shied from getting his hands dirty, either, working in the barn and fields by day, and long into the night with the figures and accounting. If something was broken, he fixed it; the two sides of the ledger didn’t add up, he made the appropriate financial adjustments until they did. Where the neighbors had hungrily anticipated problems, resentment in the family—the third boy in charge?—none had materialized, for young he might be, but always Yankel knew how to act like a real mensch. Any of the three hired laborers who helped out on the small farm, located a kilometer outside of Wlodawa, would attest to this. Now—the Himelbaums heard the gossip and couldn’t entirely disagree with it—who knew what would happen? Yitzak, the eldest son, was spending more and more time in Warsaw, saying he was expanding the family’s business opportunities, though he was short on specifics; and Hershel spent half the day in the kitchen with Elke, their mother, kneading, baking. He never looked so happy as when he pulled a perfect challah from the oven. And cakes: he had one for every occasion; he invented occasions so that he could produce one of his “light-as-a-cloud” creations.

  The locomotive blared its melancholy call to board, eliciting cries and gasps of separation from the gathered crowd. Yankel had never seen so many people at the station. It must be like the old days that his parents talked about, when it seemed that everyone was fleeing the pogroms, and countless thousands had left. Since that time, in the years immediately following the World War, life for the Jew in Poland had become more acceptable, thanks in large part to the minority-protection clauses that had been added to the peace agreement. A Polish Jew could make a living. He was entitled, at least on paper, to political and civil rights. Lately, though, the anti-Semitism that most gentile Poles seemed to be born with was bubbling to the surface, arousing its equally accessible counterpart: Jewish anxiety. Bolshevism was in the air, and Jews were getting the blame for spreading its subversive message. Jewish poverty was sneered at, Jewish affluence resented. The handsome and capable young man whom everyone admired for his ability to fix what was broken saw that perhaps Poland itself was broken for the Jews. Perhaps, all of Europe—one heard rumors about Germany, and the growing popularity of the Nazi party. So it made sense, the long line of people that had wound around the block the day he’d gone to the American consulate in Warsaw to apply for his visa, and all these people here today, waiting for the train.

  But where was Reizel? He’d been looking for her all morning, craning his neck trying to catch sight of her. “Here, Rifkele,” he said, momentarily leaving off looking for his girlfriend to take a piece of candy from his pocket and hand it to his distraught little sister. “Here,” he said, “when you come to America, all the time I’ll give you.” Rifka, sniffing back her colliding emotions, peeled the wrapping eagerly.

  Was it possible that Reizel wouldn’t come? She had promised, but then again, she hadn’t kept her feelings about this day a secret. How, in the face of their love, could he leave her? Start a new life without her on the other side of the world? Though their relationship was too respectful for arguments—their lovemaking a driving burst of nature inside an otherwise easygoing compatibility—Yankel never wavered about going to America, at least in front of Reizel. Perhaps in private, he might have second thoughts about pursuing the dream he’d held since his early teenage years—he was in love with his girl, running a reasonably successful business; why should he leave?—but he would quickly dismiss these thoughts. To Reizel’s quiet protests he responded with gentle reassurances about the beautiful life he would build for them in a land without prejudice or turmoil, and the promise that he would send for her, soon. And for the moment, at least, she would seem to see the sense of it.

  Greatly relieved, he spotted her, walking purposefully and looking straight ahead. Her face showed no emotion; she might as well be making her way through a busy market. Such a little person amidst the throngs, yet she held herself tall with pride, her carriage belying her petite stature. Grabbing Rifka’s hand, Yankel nudged the two of them through the crowd toward his sweetheart.

  Seeing him, Reizel looked down. It was a gesture to which Yankel had become accustomed, this bending of Reizel’s head when they came upon each other. Beside her now, he crooked his finger under her chin and lifted it so that their eyes met. How pale she looked, and such strain in her gaze.

  “I’m so sorry, Yankel,” Reizel said, looking at him intently. “I am late, there’s nothing I could do about it.” Where moments before, her face had been a study in stoicism, her eyes now brimmed with tears. His fingers dabbed them lightly.

  “Don’t worry, Reizele,” he said, “we’ve got a few minutes yet before the train leaves. I’m just so happy to see you. I was afraid for a minute . . .”

  “No,” his girlfriend said, “it’s not the train I’m talking about.” With uncharacteristic impatience, she brushed his hand from her face. And her head did not lower now. Instead, she looked straight at him, almost defiantly.

  “Reizel, will you braid my hair this afternoon, after, after Yankel goes on the train?” The last part of Rifka’s sentence came out haltingly, the words themselves reminding her of why Reizel was even here, and so early in the day. Yankel’s girlfriend lived with her parents in Lukow, and came to Wlodawa only rarely. But whenever she did come, Rifka loved spending time with her brother’s sweetheart, admired her unabashedly, as a sisterless nine-year-old might be wont to do. As for her other brothers’ wives, Chava and Leah, they seemed more like her mother, old and old-fashioned. Reizel knew about and spoke of modern things, cities and cinema, and she knew how to be playful. Rifka loved it when Reizel braided her hair and told her stories about the latest fashions from Paris. Paris! Could there be such a place? Where people drank wine with lunch, out of fine crystal goblets?

  At the moment, though, it was as if the younger girl hadn’t spoken, as though she didn’t exist, so intense was the gaze between Yankel and Reizel.

  “I’m late, not with the train.” Reizel spoke quickly, yet enunciated each word.

  Yankel took a minute. “You’re . . . ?”

  “Yes,” she sharply cut him off.

  “You’re . . .” Yankel heaved a deep breath. “You’re sure?”

  Now his Reizele allowed her head to fall.

  His own head felt disengaged from his surroundings. He might as well be standing in total isolation on a desolate piece of land, surrounded by silence. Time might just as well have stopped. Yankel held the visa in his fist, squeezing it into a wad. The steamer ticket sat like an empty book of matches in his pocket. Useless.

  “All aboard,” the conductor called. But Yankel knew he wasn’t going anywhere today.

  Iowa City, Iowa

  “You may kiss the bride.”

  Will Brown, earnest by nature, regarded his bride. He had to lift his head slightly, for in her high-heeled shoes, she stood nearly a head taller than the groom. But they’d rehearsed this moment, worked out how Barbara would lower her head, just so, and he’d raise his so that their lips could meet without the necessity of Will having to get up on his toes. Barbara—Barbara Brown as of this moment—yes, she was very pretty. Will could not recall a time in his life when this face had not produced in him anything short of gladness.

  A murmur passed over the room, the chapel filled with people Will had known all his life. Everyone was waiting, he knew, for the ceremonial kiss. Ah, well. Barbara subtly bent her neck as they’d practiced, and Will lifted the veil. He placed a small peck on Barbara’s friendly red lips, and the onlookers sighed with pleasure, and perhaps a touch of relief.

  Will looked around and almost wanted to pinch himself. Everything had gone according to plan. He didn’t like surprises, and here at the Rotary Club, where his father had been a member for two years, a man could find respite from the general air of “anything goes” that had permeated the country, insinuated itself even here, in comparatively staid Iowa City.

  Thankfully, Barbara had never fallen prey to the wild shenanigans of the U.S. female population during the so-called Roaring Twenties. She’d kept her hair and her hemline long, and her priorities straight. Even the dress she wore today reflected her commitment to tradition: it had been her grandmother’s, and her mother’s after that.

  As they, he and Mrs. Brown (oh, how he liked the sound of it), hurried up the aisle collecting congratulations, the future, like the wedding, looked firmly in his control. Yes, everything was going according to plan: he had his law degree, an exciting new job, and now, a wife. Will had worked hard all his life, his father had taught him the virtue of hard work, and now everything was paying off.

  “Mom, Pop,” Will greeted his parents with a kiss and a handshake, respectively, as they joined the reception line. It seemed that everyone in Iowa City was there to greet them, owing mostly to the high regard in which his father was held. Nicholas Brown’s popularity, Will reluctantly suspected, was the result not only of his warm heart and big smile, but what Will considered the overly generous allowances he extended to so many customers who walked into the store. With the stock market in perpetual flux these days—hitting the roof one day, plummeting the next—a lot of the people they’d known all their lives, many of them farmers, were hanging on to their finances by a thread, watching their savings steadily erode under the weight of surpluses. But spend, spend, spend, the government kept shouting, keep everyone in business, keep the farmers producing. So what if the money isn’t there with which to buy? It will be, soon. The message to business owners, even the owners of small Midwestern dry goods stores, was clear: accept the good intentions of your neighbors, extend them credit, and before we know it, everything will be right again. Well, how could Will argue? Even Herbert Hoover, the solid Iowa native recently installed in the White House, had promised a return to prosperity. The “triumph over poverty” is at hand, he’d said. This was the promise of the United States of America, after all, and Will, a proud Republican, well, he couldn’t argue with that.

  Sure, he knew the facts, he saw the coffers shrinking every day as his mother tried desperately to balance the books, but if there were two forces of nature he had to acknowledge as stronger than himself, they were the country that he loved, and the father he idolized. If Hoover said give ’em credit, and his father, large of stature and stout of heart, went along, and if the key to American prosperity was just for everyone to go shopping, well, maybe that was the ticket. Will could only hope so.

  But if his father’s largesse and the national economic roller coaster defied Will’s power to control circumstances, at least the job he’d secured for himself would put him right in the middle of a situation he could control. Ever since the military exemption he’d been granted during the World War—not, thank heaven, owing to his mortifying five foot five stature (he’d gratefully learned that a man need only be five feet tall to be called to active duty), but because of his father’s heart attack in 1916, and the fact that, as sole offspring of Nicholas and Electra Brown, he’d been deemed to have “indispensable duties at home”—ever since he’d been relieved of having to serve in the military so that he could oversee the store while his father recuperated, Will had vowed to himself, and to Barbara, and to his parents, and to anyone who would listen, that he would find an alternative way to serve his country; indeed, he would dedicate his life to upholding America’s freedoms. The Red Scare of his early years in college provided just the issue to which his patriotic fervor could adhere.

  It was right after the war that labor unions started to run rampant over the tenets of free enterprise. Informed by the revolution in Russia and fueled, it was widely believed, by Bolsheviks, workers were demanding ever-higher wages and ever-shorter hours, and this anarchy must be stopped. Clearly, the tides of incoming aliens were at the root of this antiprofit, anti-American surge, and Will Brown, along with thousands of other God-fearing patriots, pledged to stem the tide. Thus, he’d decided to go to law school and, once enrolled, concentrated on immigration law, with an eye toward tightening restrictions on entering the country, or before anyone knew what had happened, the nation would be taken over by Communists and anarchists, Jews and other “free-thinking” types.

  That the country had been settled by immigrants, that his own parents had been the children of immigrants, did not disturb Will’s convictions for even one moment. Quite the opposite, for when his grandparents had changed their name from Dambasis to the all-American “Brown,” and turned their backs on Greek Orthodoxy to join the Protestant faith, they’d steered the very course of his philosophy: if people didn’t want to fit into this country and its ways, well then, no one had asked them to come.

  To Will’s vast satisfaction, he’d secured an important position at Ellis Island, the belly of the beast. The Island of Hope, some called it; others referred to it as The Island of Tears. Will had worked there as a legal inspector during a summer off from law school back in the early twenties. Back then, the island was overrun with immigrants, and it was all the government could do to keep it staffed. Law students eager to serve were a good fit for the long hours, middling pay, and demanding work expected of interrogators.

  Hour after hour, sometimes seven days a week, Will would sit atop his wooden stool at a high wooden desk in the Great Hall, looking out onto the many long, penned-in rows into which the hopeful newcomers had been corralled. As a legal inspector, he knew he was the final obstacle these people had to face before being admitted into the country. They’d gotten through the preliminary questioning and medical inspections, and now his interrogation was the end of the line—exactly where his desk stood.

  One by one he’d call up the eager arrivals, sometimes as many as 500 a day. Most of them wore clothing meant to make a favorable impression, but the carefully draped shawls and proudly perched caps struck Will, more often than not, as costumes from another time.

  “Name? “Point of origin?” “Birth date?” “Married?” “Race?” “Destination?” “Do you have a job waiting for you?” Will asked the questions countless times each day, the tedium offset by the importance of doing the job honestly, conscientiously. This was a rigorous process, as well it should be, gaining entry into the United States of America, not like hopping over some border fence, for goodness’ sake.

  Not so easily overcome were the panoply of languages with which the young inspector was confronted. The majority of the people he interacted with spoke little to no English. They’d been on a boat for at least a week, Will would grouse to himself, couldn’t they have picked up in that time even a smattering of the language of the country they’d chosen to come to? Yes, they were entitled to speak through interpreters, but locating the staff member to match the language took up valuable time, and then, all the back-and-forth, back-and-forth, it was just plain tiresome.

  Then there was the odor. Frequently, Will would have to lean in to make sense of what an immigrant attempting to speak English was saying, and the experience had taught him how to breathe without smelling. Why didn’t the steamship companies distribute chewing gum or breath mints before disembarkation? The Great Hall, high-domed and 200 feet long by 100 feet wide, still wasn’t spacious enough to diffuse the acrid odor emitting from the mouths of these people.

  But on he’d go with the work of weeding through them. He’d learned to pay special attention to whether or not the person standing before him claimed to have a job waiting. If the word on the ship’s manifest under occupation read “laborer,” Will knew he’d have to take his time with this particular foreigner.

  While the United States frowned upon immigrants who had no means of income and who might therefore “go on the dole,” the country simultaneously made it unlawful for a person to have arrived under the auspices of an American company that had promised him employment. Too many companies were taking advantage of people desperate to leave their homelands, footing the cost of their ocean passage in exchange for a job for which they could pay a ridiculously low wage, a wage that no bona fide American citizen would ever accept. The double bind continually played itself out at Will Brown’s desk when he asked the question about whether the immigrant would be employed. If the person standing before him appeared too sure of himself as he asserted his upcoming employment with this or that company, or, on the other hand, if he dodged when asked the name of the company he would be working for, Will, in his position as legal inspector, knew what he had to do. Without hesitation, and because it was his responsibility to follow the protocol, he’d pin the man with an SI tag. Special Inquiry.

  Tags, there were so many tags. The aspiring Americans wandering the hall looked like so many pieces of merchandise, drifting aimlessly, squares of paper pinned to their shirts. And everyone, even the least literate, knew what this particular tag meant: detention. Anyone wearing that S.I. tag would eventually be hauled into a cell, and held on the island for however long it took to be seen by the Board of Special Inquiry. On more than one occasion, Will’s heart went out to these uneducated aliens, lured to America by the cunning promises of big companies. But then he’d remind himself of the true victims of this unwitting alliance between unethical businesses and foreigners willing to work for nothing: average American working people, the people whose interests Will was here to represent, and who didn’t deserve unemployment and poverty because non-Americans would take their jobs.

  Detention, of course, was what every newcomer to Ellis Island dreaded, short of deportation itself. Even though they’d be fed, at the expense of the steamship company, and housed in a dormitory, at the expense of the United States government, immigrants placed in a detention cell, whether for medical or legal reasons—and for all to see—had to endure palpable humiliation. On top of that, they knew what waited at the other end of detention: an encounter with the board. A negative encounter loomed as an understandably terrifying prospect.

  And Will did understand. Most of these people had divested themselves of whatever meager worldly goods they possessed in order to come here. Many had traveled with their spouses and children, and a verdict of no entry could mean a heartrending separation, and a forced return to a homeland that held no future, no loved ones. Thousands of deportees, Will had heard, had jumped overboard to their deaths rather than go back to the void that their homeland had become. He took no pleasure in making the kinds of decisions that might lead to such a miserable outcome, and he approached the responsibility as fairly as he knew how, ever mindful, though, of his patriotic obligation.

  Will had heard that the island was less congested these days, not as many people trying to get in, which meant a less hectic schedule for the staff. But it wasn’t the lightened workload that stirred Will’s anticipation about his new job; as a fervent defender of the American way of life, he’d be willing to put up with any number of unpleasantries, and felt that he had certainly proven this about himself. No, what really had Will exuberant about going back to Ellis Island was his new position. He wasn’t going to be a mere inspector this time. Thanks to his previous experience and his law degree, he’d been hired to sit as a member of one of the Boards of Special Inquiry—a big step up.

  Will received the call about the prestigious appointment just weeks before the wedding. As validating as it was, however, and as promising for a career in immigration law, he had had to temper his excitement in light of breaking the news to Barbara. The job meant the two of them would have to relocate, and he knew he’d have to broach the subject gently.

  Aware of her fiancé’s ambitions, Barbara had anticipated that a move to New York might be necessary, but preoccupation with the wedding, and the not-unusual tendency to put off thinking about unwanted changes that for all anyone knows won’t happen anyway, had swept the possible relocation from her mind. A simple Midwestern girl with modest aspirations, Barbara was loath to leave home and everything and everyone she knew, except that one of the main things she knew was that a wife had to stand by her husband, and, of course, if what Will wanted was an important job that entailed moving to New York City, well then, that’s where she’d have to be, by his side in all that he wished.

  Will had been prepared to persuade her gently, but it hadn’t taken very much coaxing, nor, when he thought about it, did this really surprise him. Barbara had always been the one person on earth, aside from his parents, that he could count on. She had waited for him through college and law school and studying for the bar, waited until they were both thirty years old for him to propose, so that he could “have something solid” to offer as her husband. Barbara believed in him, and her sweet acquiescence in the face of leaving home was really nothing more than he should have expected. Still, it did make him feel even more keenly his divine good fortune in having her as his girl.

  Of course, Will’s imminent departure for the East Coast weighed somewhat heavily on his parents, who still relied on him, but he’d given the first thirty years of his life, minus that one summer on the island, to them, been a dutiful and devoted son, and now, they knew, they must learn to get on without him. Hadn’t this been, after all, what they’d worked for: that Will should succeed in the world, and have everything he wanted?

  “I hope you will give me the second dance.” Nicholas Brown beamed at his new daughter-in-law. Nicholas was a tall, strapping man, of whom it was hard to believe a heart condition. “The first, of course,” he said, “is for you and William.”

  The bride smiled up at the handsome man she’d have to learn to stop addressing as Mr. Brown. “I’d love to dance with you, Pop,” she said, the last word coming awkwardly. “I’ll try not to step on your toes,” she giggled. Will found Barbara’s nervous giggle, a habit she’d been prone to since childhood, endearing. He cherished the ease with which she lapsed into unembarrassed girlishness. It connected her, and them, to their roots, to the fact that, somehow, they’d both known since grammar school that this day would come. Everything as it should be. Well, everything, perhaps, except when she’d suddenly shot up to be taller than Will in eighth grade. By high school graduation he’d stopped waiting for the “growth spurt” his parents promised he too would enjoy, and resigned himself to his diminutive stature. Barbara seemed not to mind at all that she was the taller one.

  “Come, Nicholas,” Ellie, as Will’s mother was known, nudged her husband. “Everyone is inside, and it’s time for them to introduce the new married couple. Come.” She took her husband’s hand and led him into the large social hall, which had been decorated with crepe paper and balloons for the occasion. Will knew it wasn’t as elegant as it could be, but times were hard, and the Rotary board had insisted on covering all expenses.

  “Are you ready for our waltz?” he asked his wife, crooking his arm for her. He had tried to get this particular tradition struck from the program, ruing the spectacle of the short groom twirling his stately wife around the dance floor. But Barbara’s eyes had filled with tears when he’d broached the subject of not sharing the customary first dance, and the fact that they danced well together appeased his vanity.

  “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Mr. and Mrs. William Brown,” the master of ceremonies announced from inside as the double doors opened, and to the accordion’s strains of “I’m Always Chasing Rainbows,” the young couple with the well-planned future made their way into their wedding party.

  ~ ~ ~


  June

  Lukow, Poland

  Yankel and Reizel had been married almost immediately after the aborted trip. They’d moved into her parents’ apartment in Lukow, and now, once again, he was preparing to leave for America. Trying not to look at her lest his resolve melt in the face of her sorrow, Yankel packed his small suitcase. During the many conversations they had had, Reizel had agreed that Yankel should proceed with his plans, but now that the day of separation had come, she had been crying all morning, bent over in a chair and weeping into her hands, not something a person could easily ignore.

  In the months since they’d been married, Yankel would frequently prop up on his elbow in the morning while they were still in bed and Reizel slept, her black curls puddled on the pillow, and slowly circle the area just above her stomach with his outstretched palm. If only he could feel it somehow, the life inside her. He was going to be a father! Shouldn’t he, for the sake of the child, stay?

  But then he’d think of his own father, how he’d emigrated for the very purpose of establishing a decent life for his family. Even if Yankel couldn’t quite locate within himself the pull of fatherhood—he himself was only twenty—he knew he was doing the right thing.

  He had married Reizel and stayed with her. Made himself part of her family by helping out in her parents’ millinery shop. Wasn’t it now acceptable, even more essential than ever, that he continue with his plans? Behave like a real husband and father, and sacrifice the short-term comfort of physical nearness to build a life in a country that would embrace them well into the future?

  With each garment that he folded and placed in his suitcase, Yankel went through his litany of reasons for leaving and swept from his mind anything that might impede his going forward. The separation was necessary, the adult and correct course of action. Reizel might not be aware of it, but from the beginning, she had been the agent of his adulthood. For the year since they’d been dating, spending every Sunday together, he’d known it. Every week, after Shabbes, on the three-hour train ride to be with her, he’d known; drifting off to sleep by himself in the small sewing room behind her parents’ store, and dreaming of the ravishing promise of the next day—each step of the way, he’d known it: she had made a man of him.

  At first, Reizel had been happy to spend time with him in Wlodawa, where they’d met at the home of her uncle, an acquaintance of Yankel’s family. Yankel had recognized immediately upon seeing the girl with the hat pulled low over her brow—fitted at just the right angle to simultaneously protect and beckon one toward the lightest green eyes—that this is what it meant to be a man attracted to a woman. The way she lowered her head when their eyes met, she must feel it, too. After a month of courting in Wlodawa, Reizel asked that he come to Lukow, the larger city, so much more cosmopolitan than his “old-fashioned” town, and he’d readily agreed. With a girl like this, older and sophisticated and beautiful, how could he refuse? If she wanted the two of them to spend time in her own hometown, he was happy to come after Shabbes each week, spend all day Sunday together with her. Not that they availed themselves of her “cosmopolitan” town. Shops and restaurants and commercial centers were closed on Sundays in Poland, where Catholicism held sway even in villages, like Lukow, with a large Jewish population. Instead, they would pack a picnic and hike into the countryside, knowing as they set out that their destination was each other’s arms. Yes, they’d talk quietly, about their parents, the latest political developments one or the other might have read about in the newspaper; they’d laugh over tidbits of gossip, and carry the basket of sandwiches, but what drove them forward was a fierce desire to get to this tree or that field, where they would find “just the right place for a rest,” and fold onto the ground hungrily. His hands on her skin, feeling its smoothness; her fingers stroking, his probing; her wetness, his hard core.

  As they lay beside each other afterward, holding hands, looking up at the sky, even in the rain, or on a mattress of powdery snow, he would bask in the magnificence of all that she had given him. After a while, they would ravenously eat their sandwiches, laughing at their shared openhearted gusto, and then he’d walk her home, exchange a few friendly words with her parents, and return to the train station for the three-hour ride back to the farm. Now, since April, he’d barely left her side. He certainly hadn’t made any attempt to take the train back home, for his parents mustn’t know about the marriage.

  He must keep it from them, that the facts stated on his visa no longer matched the truth. But face his mother in a lie? That he could never do.

  That morning three months earlier at the train station, he’d told his brothers that Reizele was ill, that his trip must be postponed and to please explain to Mama and get in touch with their father in New York. At first, it wasn’t hard to perpetrate this deception, for Reizel, anyone could see that day, did indeed look pale. He himself had noticed it, for weeks in fact, but he’d attributed her recent pallor to his upcoming departure. Whatever the fault in his character this selective blindness might suggest, there could be no question, once he knew the truth, of what he must do. And so, after his brothers and Rifka had headed back to the farm, he’d taken his sweetheart Reizel’s hand and gone with her to find Rabbi Braun, the rabbi of Wlodawa, sworn him to secrecy, and obtained a ketubah, a Jewish license of marriage. To serve as witnesses, the rabbi found two strangers who had just finished praying.

  It looked as though everything was taken care of: Reizel’s parents, and Reizel herself, gave thanks that the relationship was sealed and that the child would be legitimate in the eyes of God. But a few days after the issuing of the ketubah, it was Rabbi Braun himself who came to the Lansky apartment in Lukow, all the way from Wlodawa, a noteworthy event since no one had ever known the rabbi to leave the small village. Seeing him at the front door of the Lansky apartment, Yankel’s heart sank. Something must be terribly wrong.

  “This is a shande for the goyem,” the rabbi had said, getting right to the point. “Anyone can see the girl is expecting.” Anyone but her boyfriend, now husband, Yankel thought—and hopefully my brothers. “You must do the decent thing,” the rabbi was saying, “and get the civil certificate. Period.”

  “But my papers,” Yankel had tried to reason with the spiritual leader. He even took the visa from his jacket pocket in the closet and showed it to the rabbi. He had pressed it between the covers of a heavy book, so the all-important document had more or less straightened out from the crinkled wad he had squeezed it into. “You see here: it says, ‘unmarried.’ That is the only way they will allow me in.”

  “I don’t know what it says or doesn’t say,” the rabbi insisted, waving off this piece of paper from a land he deeply suspected would be the ruin of the Jewish people. “You will do the right thing by your wife. And . . .” He paused to convey the magnitude of the words he was about to speak. “Your child.”

  And so, against his better judgment, and fearing that he might be digging the grave for his plans, digging a grave in the name of marriage and birth, Yankel was shamed by the rabbi into making his marriage official, legal.

  “Okay,” he said, beaten, but careful to return the visa to his jacket pocket. “Go, please, ask Yitzak to come, he and Chava will stand up for us. Reizel’s parents, it’s better they shouldn’t be there, they’re happy with things as they are. They’ll wonder why my mother didn’t come. But my parents, they must not find out, about the child, about the marriage, anything. They would be so disappointed, and frightened, knowing I have to lie to get into America.” Visions of immigration officials filled Yankel’s head, all the questions he knew he’d have to answer. The nonquota visa was clearly made out to the unmarried son of Icko Himelbaum. Unmarried. The word was pressed into his mind like a government stamp, an official rebuke of his every deed. He knew he was doing the right thing, but this right thing at the very same time became criminal the moment he stepped foot in America. “The baby I won’t tell Yitzak about, he and Chava don’t have to know. They’re expecting their own child, that’s enough. Just, I’ll tell them . . . well, I’ll tell them I want to marry my sweetheart before I go away.”

  And so, three days after he’d been forced by circumstances to turn his back on the train that would take him to his new life, Yankel, in the company of his brother and his brother’s wife, a provincial woman who would obey her husband’s demand that no one know of this, Yankel Himelbaum married Reizel Lansky in the eyes of the Polish government, and prayed to the God he had honored by so doing that no one would find out. After the brief ceremony in the small government office in Lukow, he folded the official paper, the civil marriage certificate, and asked his brother to hold it for safekeeping.

  Why was it, he wondered, that he trusted Yitzak more than his own wife to guard the wedding papers? Perhaps he felt that he had now joined with his older brother in an act that Yitzak was very good at: deviousness. “Chava,” Yankel couldn’t resist imploring his sister-in-law one more time, “you know it would upset Mama very much, that I should get married like this, without telling her. That I should get married in the first place,” he tried to seem lighthearted. “I’m the baby, after all.”

  Chava waved him off diffidently. “You say it’s a secret, so nu, I won’t tell no one. So nu, you’re married, mazel tov, and I won’t say a word.” Chava’s plain features were hard to read, but Yankel suspected that, in addition to obeying her husband, Chava had her own reasons for holding this secret: Mama paid a lot of attention to her now that she was carrying the first grandchild. Why disrupt the pretty picture with news that would inevitably cause a stir in the household from top to bottom?

  So here it was, two months later, and the day of his departure had finally come. He could put it off no longer, even if he wanted to.

  “You know I have no choice,” he told his wife, as he placed a Polish-English dictionary at the top of the suitcase so that he could get to it easily. “If I don’t leave today, that’s it. On July first, they close the borders altogether in America. Two weeks I have.”

  Yankel wasn’t entirely correct, but he was close to the facts, for in its ongoing efforts to limit the number of immigrants allowed into the country, the United States had recently inaugurated its strictest quota law yet. In 1917, the country added a literacy test to the legal inspection; in 1921 and 1924, increasingly rigid laws were passed to limit the percentages of various nationalities allowed in (based on populations already there, the new legislation clearly favored northern Europeans as more acceptable newcomers), and very soon—as of July 1, 1929—America would only admit 150,000 newcomers per year. Period.

  “As soon as I’m settled,” he continued, clamping shut the suitcase, “the very minute everything is ready, I’ll send for you. You know I will. Meanwhile, you stay here, here with your parents. Have the baby, care for him, while I start a life for us.”

  Reizel only wept.

  “Would it be easier if you didn’t come with me to the train station?” Yankel asked as gently as he could. From the closet, he took his suit jacket and overcoat. In what had become an oft-repeated ritual, he reached into the pocket of the jacket and found that, yes, the visa and steamer ticket were safely tucked inside. Placing the jacket and coat on top of the suitcase, he sighed deeply and turned toward his wife. With an ache in his heart, he knelt beside her. “Please, Reizele, you know this is best.”

  He took a handkerchief from his pocket, gently moved her hands from her face, and blotted her tears. “You know this is best, that I go ahead. My father has made all the arrangements; another steamer ticket he sent me. He’s expecting me; I can’t disappoint him a second time. And soon, as you know, the visa will be no good. Once I turn twenty-one, physsht” (he made a ripping sound), “it’s no good anymore.” Yankel never enjoyed alluding to the difference in their ages—Reizel was three years older—but he felt that this reminder was necessary. Lying about his marital status was an act he’d persuaded himself he could manage, but his birth date was clearly stamped on his passport, and he would no longer qualify as the minor son of Icko Himelbaum once he turned twenty-one.

  As Reizel seemed to be listening, he continued. “You always say how much you like a big city. You think here in Lukow is as big as it gets? I am going to set up a life for us in New York—New York, New York! My father already has a job for me.”

  “But it will be months, maybe years, until we see each other,” Reizel was able to say, wiping away fresh tears that had fallen and sniffling back others. “Your son, if it is a son, please God, will grow up not knowing his father. Not knowing that he has a father.”

  With these words, Reizel’s eyes threatened to once more spill over, but Yankel spoke quickly to stop them: “Not know he has a father? What are you talking? I’ll write to you, both of you, send pictures. And before you know it . . .”

  Reizel emitted a short laugh. “You think he’ll be so smart he can read your letters? He’ll be only a baby.” Her delicate features lit up at the image of the infant.

  So fine and dainty she was, that even now, Yankel thought, with the baby due in just three months, one would be hard-pressed to see that she was pregnant. Maybe that was why the reality of the situation continued to elude him, and why he could get away with telling his brothers that Reizel’s “illness” had passed. Of course, Reizel’s parents knew about the baby, and, while not pleased with the circumstances as a whole, they couldn’t help but give thanks that at least the two had been married.

  As for his own mother, she was so excited and thrilled with the upcoming birth of Yitzak and Chava’s first child that she accepted at face value the reason for Yankel’s delaying his trip to America. It was kind of him, she thought, just like her Yankele, to rearrange everything just because his girlfriend had a little cold. But while she might not concern herself with Reizel’s health, Chava she looked after as though she were the first woman on the planet to be with child. A real balabusta, she was, Yitzak’s wife; she knew that the kitchen was where a woman belonged, and she never complained. She kept busy, always helpful, quiet, just doing the things that needed to be done. Kneading the bread, stirring the soup, a good woman she was. Even Chava herself would easily assert that she was a homebody, an old-fashioned girl, who was lucky to have married into a family that cared so much for her. No, she had no complaints about helping Elke and Hershel and Leah in the kitchen, it was no inconvenience at all. But she did wonder, couldn’t help wondering, about Yitzak’s increasingly frequent trips to Warsaw. Well, he said it was for business. Nu, what did she know of business? Maybe he was doing something important there in Warsaw, it was just hard to see any changes here on the farm. Like always, they collected the eggs, fed the chickens. For what was he going so much to Warsaw?

  Yankel, too, might have been curious about all the business meetings his brother attended, but he forced himself not to think about Yitzak and what he was up to, because, quite simply, there was nothing he could do about it. As long as his mother and sister were taken care of, as long as Hershel’s cakes and Yitzak’s mysterious “business” in Warsaw didn’t get in the way of milking the cows, so that the farm continued to provide food and a decent living for all of them, well, he couldn’t worry about the particulars. Soon, he’d send for them, the whole family, because in America, he’d make his fortune, learn the ins and outs, and be able to get all of them settled.

  “I will go with you to the station,” Reizel said, standing up and straightening her dress. A noticeable tummy protruded from inside the fabric, but it was nothing more than one might observe on a woman given to enjoying her bread and potatoes; nothing more, in other words, than one would see on most of the women in Poland.

  Still, even though the summer weather didn’t call for it, she put on her coat. Somehow, despite their vows to each other, despite her parents’ acceptance and their legitimacy as a married couple in the eyes of God and the state, still, Reizel regarded this pregnancy as a source of shame. And Yankel, seeing her put on the coat and feeling the full measure of what he had caused her, did not object.

  Emerging into the street, Yankel planted a kiss on his mother-in-law’s forehead. She was taking a break from the store, where she and her husband, and their daughter, had made of their modest millinery shop a successful business, designing and sewing the most fashionable hats in Lukow. Seeing Yankel’s suitcase, she said nothing, only gazed up at him with the unmistakable plea that he make good on his promises to her daughter.

  Once again, Yankel found himself at a train station teeming with hope and sorrow, travelers trying to smile through their doubts, those left behind making no such effort. With a swoop, he lifted Reizel off the ground and hugged her to him, kissing her ears, her cheeks, her eyes, and lips. “An American family we will be,” he said. “And when I see you next, you’ll be one person again, and our son, another.” Carefully, he set her down. He noted that she didn’t bow her head, nor emit even one tear. She looked at him stoically, her face giving no indication whether she believed him or not.

  Yankel embraced her once more, holding back his own knot of tears, and boarded the train. By the time he found a place to sit in one of the third-class cars and looked out the window to wave good-bye, he caught sight only of the back of her, her head held high as she walked away from him and disappeared from view. The smile Yankel had meant to offer her faded into pinch-lipped resignation. Well, what did he think, that she would stand there on the platform weeping? This was his Reizel, as strong and determined as she was delicate. She would be all right. They would be all right.

  He settled back on the hard bench and looked around at the drab surroundings. The train spat and lurched. Wedged between strangers, he began his trip.

  Yankel had ridden the third-class cars many times, so that the physical discomfort of the accommodations was not new to him. But almost immediately upon pulling away from the Lukow train station, he felt a different type of discomfort. From out of nowhere, the confidence he’d been talking himself into dissolved, and a sense of incompetence washed over him.

  Accustomed to functioning as the person in charge on the farm, and more recently, trying to behave and believe in himself as a husband and soon-to-be father, Yankel suddenly felt as though the roles he’d been playing were a charade, the pretensions of a person hardly older than a boy. He wasn’t headed now for Wlodawa, where his family counted on him to balance the books and oversee inventory, nor bound for a passionate tryst with his lover. Now, he sat on a hard bench inside a bumpy, rumbling train, riding into nothing less awesome than the future. And that blank broad vista, vast and alien, loomed in front of him, pitiless.

  Was this plunge into anxiety, he wondered, caused by the falsehood he would have to tell about his marital status? No, the questioning and lies were a long way off; in fact, he wouldn’t mind at this moment being able to recapture his identity as a person who had just left his wife and unborn child, to find within himself the confidence of a grown man. He struggled to do so, but failed.

  Looking out the window as the greening fields of early summer swept past, he tried to calm the onslaught of fear and self-doubt with rationalization: it was good, this sudden awareness of his own youth. He was entering America as a minor, and this designation he surely felt. Yet, when he thought about his mother, the picture was blurred; he felt disconnected from her, and from his brothers and sister. He tried to conjure images of the people he loved, but he felt severed from them, stripped of all context.

  Perhaps it was inevitable, he mused, that at this moment he felt like a child alone in the world, for everything in the world was about to crack open new to him. It was as though he was about to experience his own birth.

  He thought of the Talmud and his other books of study. Surely, he would find within their pages words of comfort. He wished he had them with him now, those books filled with wisdom to hold in his hands. He remembered the dictionary.

  Crowded on his seat, knocking knees and elbows with the family and three old men shoved next to and opposite him, Yankel managed to unclasp the suitcase sitting on his lap, and extract from it the volume of English vocabulary. Opening it, he felt a returning glimmer of optimism. This would keep him busy on the twelve-day journey to his new life—on this train to Warsaw; the connecting international train to Paris, and then the one to Cherbourg; and finally, on the ship that would take him to America. Studying this dictionary and memorizing it cover to cover, this would calm and prepare him.

  Thus he sat, head bent over his new “bible” until a few hours later when the train pulled into Warsaw. Glimpsing the vibrant dynamism of the city from the window, and then emerging into it, Yankel forced himself to regard with indifference the tramways and tall buildings, the people hurrying purposefully, carrying briefcases, packages. He’d been terribly impressed that other time, the one and only time he’d been here, when he’d applied for his visa at the American consulate. Now, he must not allow himself to feel the excitement of the town, or think of it as a place that had any connection to him.

  Following signs printed in Polish—for the last time, Yankel realized—he found with little trouble the correct platform for the train to Paris, got in line early, nearly at the front, and waited for his papers to be checked. Stories abounded of querulous officials going through passports and visas, finding reasons why papers weren’t in order for the mere sake of harassing people and bribing from them a few rubles or Polish marks. Learning from all the stories about intimidation and bribery he’d heard over the years, Yankel was traveling as well with deutsche marks and francs in case he had to pay off an unfriendly conductor; but for whatever reason, the Polish officer here didn’t seem to be giving anyone trouble, and Yankel boarded the international train without incident.

  Being one of the first to enter, he was able to secure a seat near a window. Again, a hard wooden seat, but conditions in this train seemed to be slightly more comfortable, with only three to a bench. Maybe he’d even be able to get some sleep on the three-day journey to France.

  Gradually, however, the car filled to capacity, crowded with even more travelers than the one he’d ridden to Warsaw. Everywhere he looked there were people, strangers whose manner and way of dress looked foreign to him, people speaking languages he could understand in only the most rudimentary way. Smatterings of German struck his ear, and Russian. (He could pick up no English.) Everyone going, traveling, leaving. Everyone with their satchels and their dreams. Were all these people going to America? Could one country accommodate so many?

  An old woman sat down opposite him, her legs thankfully short, abnormally short (her legs stuck out from the seat, like a child’s). She seemed to be traveling alone, until four men, looking to be in their thirties and very well fed, dispersed themselves between Yankel’s bench and hers, and spoke to her in a manner that suggested they were together. Her sons? She didn’t look at them, only barked a few words at them in German, but rather she pinned her eyes on Yankel, in a hard, pointed stare, as though she suspected him of grand larceny at the very least. He tried to communicate a formal yet friendly greeting in Polish, but she’d have none of it. She only stared, occasionally squinted, but stopped not for a moment fixing him with her insinuating gaze. Yankel reached once again for his dictionary, which he’d already placed in his lap, and resumed his study of the English language.

  As the long dusk faded to darkness, the light in the car became very difficult to read by. Yankel dared not look up, though, for on the one or two occasions when he had wished to take a break from his reading—to give his neck a rest and run over in his mind the words he had learned—there she sat, still staring at him, prompting him to immediately resume his study posture.

  Unaware of any fatigue except in his neck, he yet must have dozed off, for the next thing he knew, his shoulder was being rudely poked, and the train, lit by the thin strands of dawn, had come to a stop. They must have crossed the border into Germany.

  Yankel rubbed the sleep from his eyes and raised his head, his neck painfully stiff, to see the staring woman squinting at him as she sidled from her seat and past him toward the aisle. “Juden,” she sneered, nodding her head as if her suspicions had indeed been validated and at last an official authority, in the person of the train conductor poking him, might take appropriate action. She continued her unwavering visual hold as she made her way to the exit, keeping Yankel’s gaze similarly pinned on her even as he tried to get his bearings and find for the indignant conductor the passport he was demanding.

  “Passport. Mach shnell, mach shnell,” the shrill conductor snapped, each syllable reducing Yankel’s ability to function, or to think where he’d placed the all-important document. Because of what had happened with Reizel, because he’d had to rearrange his travel plans, it had become necessary to take this international train instead of the one that would have simply taken him to the port in Gdansk. It had become necessary to travel through these countries, where he didn’t know the languages, where he must maintain his composure in the face of people who clearly saw in his face something objectionable.

  His father, while praising Yankel’s kindness for staying with his girlfriend while she was ill, had only been able to find a ship leaving from France, which required, in turn, this singularly unsettling journey. Yet, as was his way, Icko had found the good in the rearranged plans: “So,” his father had written, “you’re coming to America, you’ll see a little bit of the world first. I’ve worked hard all these years, why shouldn’t my Yankele travel like a mensch? Like a mensch you’ll come to America.” Was this what it was to be a mensch? From the first lurch of the train out of Lukow, and with each ensuing mile and each encounter, Yankel had struggled to maintain a sense of himself as a man, much less a mensch: a person deserving of respect. At least he’d been able to persuade his father not to send him anything more costly than a steerage ticket. The second-class cabin Icko had been so proud of when he’d put together the earlier plans, Yankel had persuaded him to forego. He couldn’t accept both a more expensive steamship ticket and a cabin. For a week he’d survive, he’d insisted, even if it was rocky belowdecks. He was strong, he’d live.

  “Here, here is everything,” he said to the conductor in Yiddish, the language of his soul, the language he fell to when such acts as thinking and translation loomed beyond his capabilities, when, for instance, an indignant German in a uniform was snapping orders at him.

  Hearing Yankel’s words and perusing his papers, the conductor echoed the absent woman’s appraisal with a disgusted curl of his lip. “Juden,” he said, the syllables emitted like so much phlegm from his throat. He foisted Yankel’s visa and passport back at him as though they must truly carry disease and continued to the next traveler.

  Yankel’s heart beat loudly in his chest. He was covered in sweat. He must remind himself to speak Polish at the border crossings. He must force himself to stay awake.

  It was late at night when the train crossed into Belgium, but Yankel, though dizzy and exhausted, handed over his papers immediately when asked for them. To the already cacophonous mix of languages, Flemish was now added, the train ride yielding whispered conversations in so many unintelligible languages, rolling and jerking his body like a limp string of lokshen, he might as well be a senseless particle of dust on the Tower of Babel. But the papers were working, Yankel reminded himself, the papers would get him there, to France, the ship, America, and his father. He longed for his father as he could not remember yearning for him before. Papa’s warm eyes and quiet ways, the understated resolve with which he’d made his decision and his plans to emigrate, promising the family that it wouldn’t be long before they, too, would join him. That had been seven years ago, when Yankel had just turned thirteen, a Bar Mitzvah. Soon afterward, right after his youngest “became a man,” Icko Himelbaum had set out. Yet for Yankel, the journey was reversing time, dissolving him from a man, back into a boy.

  Well, at least he would be an educated boy. Though there was barely any light coming into the car, Yankel bent his aching neck to the dictionary. “Brata,” he read, “brother.” In his mind he rehearsed brother with a hard th, the two letters unknown to him except for the important English phrase, “Thank you.”

  At the end of three days, even the filtered light of a rainy Paris morning blinded Yankel’s eyes as he stepped from the train. Every joint in his body ached, he could barely move his neck. He was weak from eating just the two sandwiches Reizel’s mother had prepared for him, and he was dirty. Knowing he had less than an hour before he must board the train to Cherbourg, and confronted with arrows and printed instructions he didn’t begin to understand at the large and stately depot, he followed the line of men making their way to a door that read LES HOMMES, and once inside, went directly to the sink. He filled his palms with water and before even relieving his thirst, brought the water to his face. And then he did it again, rubbing his face this time, smacking the water onto his skin to revive himself, feeling the cool life-giving strength of water. Taking the slim piece of soap sitting on the sink, he washed his hands, his neck, and dried himself off with the rough paper torn from the dispenser.

  Though he didn’t understand their words, Yankel knew that several men behind him were telling him to hurry up, let them get to the sink. Lifting his suitcase, which felt ten times heavier than when the trip had started, he took a moment to regard himself in the mirror. The momentary antidote of the water evaporated as he beheld the haggard, shabby person in the wrinkled suit of clothes. His collar was yellow and damp with sweat, his chin pocked with stubble, his blond hair matted on top of his head. The sickening image made him feel his thirst. He was desperate for a drink of water.

  “A minute, a minute,” he said weakly in English, not only the words, but his voice coming out foreign to him, thick and barely audible from his tightened throat. He knew he must drink something, or collapse on the spot. Quickly, he palmed a handful of water into his mouth, the shock making him gag, and somehow he made it to the urinal before vomiting.

  Maybe, he thought as he once again decided to follow a stream of people carrying suitcases because he couldn’t read the signs, maybe I’m feeling sick like my Reizele told me she was in the beginning. Maybe this is how we stay together, the two of us and the child.

  But no, he mustn’t think about that. He couldn’t allow himself. He was the unmarried son of Icko Himelbaum, unmarried.

  “Married?”

  Following people with suitcases had proven a useful tactic, for Yankel had located the train to Cherbourg, made his way to the steamship, and stood before it now, its hull gleaming just beyond the gangplank. His trip had not been the sightseeing opportunity his father had envisioned for him—he hardly took in the worlds of Germany, Belgium, or France; rather, he tried desperately to get through these locations with a modicum of deportment as each geographical crossing brought him closer to the ship. Finally, he was here, and if he succeeded in boarding, he was as good as safely arrived in America. This he knew from his father and others who had made the trip more recently: decisive aspects of the interrogation process had been shifted from Ellis Island to the point of departure.

  The change in policy sat well not only with the overburdened immigration authorities in New York, and indeed the immigrants, who enjoyed smoother sailing knowing that it was tantamount to being accepted into the country once they were allowed onto the boat, but it was especially appreciated by the steamship companies themselves. Why, they reasoned, accept a person on board if they would just have to turn around and subsidize his return trip in the event he failed to pass inspection in America? It was much more sensible, and economical, to apprehend an unfit émigré in the first place, without the unnecessary expenditure of time and money to take the poor soul on a fruitless journey.

  Yankel had known about the new dockside procedures and had prepared himself for the questions; what he hadn’t anticipated until mere weeks ago, however, was that he would be lying.

  “Married?” the inspector repeated, fixing him with stern appraisal.

  “No,” Yankel responded, wincing when a stab of pain pinched his neck as he looked up at his interrogator.

  “What is wrong with you?” the inspector asked suspiciously, his question translated from French to Polish by the required interpreter.

  “Oh, I’m not sick, it’s nothing,” Yankel told the interpreter, smiling to convey an air of lightheartedness as he massaged his neck. “I’m so excited looking at everything, I guess maybe I stretched too much my neck.” Somehow, he didn’t want to say that he’d been bent over a dictionary studying English, for fear of underscoring his foreignness—a ridiculous idea, he realized. He certainly wouldn’t mention the glowering woman on the train whose accusing looks had caused him to ride for hours with his head bent down. But as the two men discussed the situation between themselves, and Yankel waited with a forced grin for the inspector to decide whether he believed him, he couldn’t help but notice the ease with which falsehoods had tripped from his tongue. Since learning of Reizel’s pregnancy, he kept finding himself in situations where it was necessary to lie, and he was getting good at it, disturbingly efficient, and he thought this was a shame: that to claim a place in America, he must sacrifice a portion of his character. With all his heart, he hoped this would be a temporary sacrifice.

  “He says if you are sick, you are coming right back,” he heard the Polish interpreter say. Apparently not concerned about holding up the rest of the line, the inspector stood staring at him for what felt like endless minutes. And then, to Yankel’s alarm, he saw the man wave over another official, this one with a stethoscope hanging from his neck. The medical inspector pulled him aside, those who had been waiting behind him eyeing him derisively.

  Once again, Yankel felt a well of nausea gather in his chest, but he mustn’t reveal any weakness. With every ounce of what strength he had left in him, he smiled. “This is silly,” he said, “there’s nothing at all wrong. But I understand, of course, the importance of only healthy people . . .”

  The French doctor cut him off with commands Yankel couldn’t understand, but understood well enough. Following a coughing gesture the doctor made, Yankel coughed, and over the cylinder of agony his neck had become, he followed instructions to turn his head this way and that, his smile acting as a taut shield against the pain. The stethoscope probed his chest, searching fingers pushed at his neck while he coughed some more, and then, the doctor writing something on a piece of paper, Yankel waited as the medical expert brought what he had written over to the initial inspector, who stopped what he was doing to read the doctor’s findings, gaze once again upon Yankel, and then back at the sheet of paper. He scribbled something on the ship’s manifest, and without even looking at him this time, gestured for Yankel to hand him his steamer ticket and board the ship.

  Walking as proudly as he could, trying to hold his head up tall, but moving quickly, Yankel crisscrossed the ship’s endless passageways looking desperately for a bathroom.

  He didn’t take the time to acknowledge the vast waters, a stark contrast to the serene Bug River beside whose narrow, wending path he had grown up, or to look back at the crowds on deck and gathered onshore to say good-bye to loved ones. No, he must make it to a bathroom, and pray that he would find no one else in there, so that he might relieve himself in private of the wretched sickness in his throat.
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