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LALECZKA

SUMMER IN LANDWARÓW 1

The first thing I remember is the summer spent in Landwarów , when 
I was three and half years old. A white house with a loft in a fruit 
orchard with windows facing the highway; behind the house was 

the Vilna-Grodno railroad. We lived there at a dacha with my grandmother 
Maria, Mama, Mama’s little brother Mirek, and Aunts Nadzia  and Żenia . 
We spent the whole day in the orchard under the apple trees. Mama – so 
young, tanned, in a sleeveless dress – read fairy tales to me. Sometimes we 
went to the town. This was fun and scary: the train dove into a tunnel, and 
the light disappeared. Sure, little lights went on, but not right away. For a 
few seconds we sat in pitch-black darkness. My eyes grew even darker with 
terror. At last, a gleam of light! However, Mirek or Grandmother would say, 
“Are you still making your tunnel face?” 

After this it was awkward to burst out howling. The expression “tunnel 
face” remained in our vocabulary at home as long as we had a home. 

Two serious events took place that summer. Mirek, who was then thir-
teen or fourteen, often went with his friends to the lakes at Troki.2 They 
rode in a horse drawn cart, the whole gang settled in, and they vanished 
the whole day. Once the horses bolted, and the cart barely managed to slip 

1  Now Liantvaris or Lentvaris.

2  Now Trakai.
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across the railroad tracks ahead of the locomotive of an onrushing train. It 
was a miracle that the boys survived. That evening everyone lit into Mirek. 
Grandmother did not let him out of her sight anymore. Of course, it was 
difficult to endure this. Mirek’s behavior was a constant topic of stormy 
discussion. But I liked everything that he did, any of his excesses. I always 
stood up for him, and it was the highest bliss to play with him, to imitate 
him. With his long legs, shaven head, and peeled nose, he was my idol and 
the foremost authority in everything. 

It was a scorching hot afternoon. Mama and I were sitting under an 
apple tree. I was digging in the sand, sculpting my “dough.” I loved to eat, 
and “dough” was interesting to me from a culinary point of view. Mama 
was tired, and she made her way into her cool room to lie down… Sud-
denly she let out an awful scream. Everyone ran into the house. It turned 
out that a swarm of bees had climbed under the blanket, and hundreds of 
stings had punctured Mama when she tried to lie down. They took Mama, 
all swollen up, to the city. I stayed behind with Grandmother. 

A few days later I was invited to visit the patient. We took the train to the city 
and on the way the regular inquisitions over my “tunnel face” proceeded. 

The city apartment was so huge and empty after the dacha! They took me 
to the bedroom. Someone was lying on Mama’s bed; on the person’s round, 
puffy face one could see eye-slits. This “someone” asked me in a voice that 
was tender and melodious like Mama’s, “Lalusiu, don’t you recognize me?”

Honesty, it must be assumed, is an innate quality. I knew, and well un-
derstood, that it could only be my mama lying on Mama’s bed and speaking 
with Mama’s voice. But you see my mama was so pretty, had such a dark 
complexion, thin face, green eyes and freckles, such tender lips. I answered 
as my honest conscience dictated, “This auntie looks like Mama, but this 
is not my mama.”

Grandmother was incensed: 
“It’s only been a couple of days and already she doesn’t recognize her 

own mother.”
Mama and Father laughed: what a silly little girl. Many years later they 

still found this story about me amusing. My directness and honesty, my 
innate striving for justice always complicated my life.
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The end of the summer and our move back to the city were linked to 
monumental experiences. It was the end of freedom, warmth, my mingling 
with plants and animals, the end of my games in the sand with the “dough.”

Our apartment was cold and forbidding. Running was off limits; it inter-
fered with Father’s work and Mama’s rest periods. There were often strange 
people in the apartment because this is where Father saw his patients. A 
large room was set aside under the office, and the windows were hung with 
black cloth curtains. There was a balcony there, but I was not permitted 
to go out onto it. Along the wall up to the very ceiling were bookshelves 
full of books. Father’s antique desk and armchair, X-ray prints and papers 
on the desk. X-ray equipment, a table for the patients, all sorts of parti-
tions and screens. I rarely looked in on Father’s office. It was frightening, 
forbidding, cold, and smelled of “X-ray.” I was not allowed to pop into the 
“poczekalnia,”3 where patients were waiting. There were people I did not 
know there, and I might catch something. When Father saw patients, a 
maid kept vigil in the hallway. She opened the door, made sure everything 
was in order, and kept an eye on the coat rack. A few years later the hallway 
was partitioned off by a door made of ornamental glass that to some extent 
separated Father’s work from the living quarters in the apartment. 

The best room was the bedroom. The windows, to be sure, looked out on 
the well and the courtyard, but this was on the east side, and the morning 
sun was warm. The yellow curtains on the two windows intensified the sun-
light. The room had two beds, Mama’s and Father’s, two bedside tables with 
little drawers full of all kinds of interesting rubbish. The light of the night 
lamps on the tables drove away the terrible nighttime apparitions. There 
was a big wardrobe with dresses in it and drawers below with underwear, 
including mine as well. An average sized picture hung on the wall: a copy 
of Wrubel “Pan.” I did not like it. It showed an ugly, hairy old stiff smirking, 
while all around was a quite dismal forest; I preferred not to look at it. In 
the left corner of the bedroom was a stove. It was nice to warm oneself on 
its white ceramic sheathing, but I was not allowed to do so: “You will catch 
cold!” In the other corner was my little bed with netting around it.

3  Polish for waiting room or reception area.
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From my earliest years I was plagued by nightmares. Whether these were 
fears from the dawn of humanity or the products of an overwrought imagina-
tion I do not know. I was afraid of everything. Afraid to be alone in the room; 
afraid to stay on the street outside the store that Mama had entered; afraid of 
strangers. The worst fear of all was when they put me to bed and left the room 
after putting out the light. Terrible monsters came out from under Mama’s and 
Father’s beds; once I even saw a devil – of average height, with little hooves 
and horns – when I was already five to seven years of age. The wallpaper 
was painted over with greenish colored lianas, and above them were bright, 
lovely little birds. But what was behind those twists and tangles? Could it be 
something horrible? It was lucky that the netting around the bed was raised; 
it saved me and protected me against all these awful things. I could not fall 
asleep. The terrors mounted, and I started to shout. The apartment was big, 
so Mama could not hear me in the dining room. A servant came in. Her steps 
were my salvation. The fears went into hiding. The light came on. 

“Do you need something?”
Depending on the circumstances I asked either to pee or to get a drink. 

She left the room, the light was on, and for the time being I was not scared. 
Asking for the chamber pot did not work out so well, since the pot was un-
der the bed. The best trick was to pretend that I was sick to my stomach; 
then someone would sometimes sit up with me. 

My dream during my whole childhood was for everyone to live in the 
same room, for everyone to be at the table while I was asleep at the same 
time in the cot in the corner. But I had a Spartan upbringing. It took me a 
long time, but I finally got permission to leave the light on in the hallway. 
The top of the hallway door had glass in it. Semi-darkness in the room was 
not total salvation, but it was nonetheless not so terrifying.

It was a joy to wake up in the morning. Mama was lying on the bed, 
Father was rushing to get ready for the things he had to do. He had a mas-
sive number of them. In the morning he saw patients with stomach ail-
ments who came fasting. Then he ran to the Jewish Hospital on Zawalna  
Street.4 After lunch to the Choir Cashier, the hospital cashier and site of 

4  Now Pilimo Street.
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the radiology lab. In the evening back to seeing patients. I saw Father very 
infrequently. He was always on the run, in a hurry, eating on the go. 

Mama would let me climb into bed with her. This was real paradise: it 
was roomy, I could wriggle my feet, dive under the blanket and look around 
or lie quietly listening to Mama’s little songs and stories. Mama was a mar-
velous singer, but she thought she had to sing children’s songs to me: “My 
little Liza’s so small that after picking a dandelion, she ordered a little sofa, 
and that’s where she’s sleeping now.” But I liked songs with more complex 
melodies and words I did not understand. Mirek and Nadzia  would sing: 
“Like a Panther, He Slumbers in a Golden Cage,” “My Bandit Lover is a 
Thieving Sot,” and other smash hits, love songs with a refrain.

It was time to get up. This was not all that pleasant. The apartment was 
always cold; you went to the bathroom down a long corridor, then a tiny 
hallway and another little room. The water was cold as ice, and wind blew 
in through the window. I always did my best to wriggle out of bathing. 
Combing out my black curly hair was almost impossible, and my cries ac-
companied the procedure. Finally the bow was tied, the neck washed, the 
ears as well. We went down to the dining room to eat breakfast.

The dining room was really the living room… a big, cold room with 
three windows and a balcony in the corner. From the two windows to the 
west the view opened onto the Wilia River .5 its embankment, and the hills 
beyond the river – the Šikšniu  District. Those hills seemed like mountains 
to me, high and mysterious, on the edge of the earth. From the balcony 
and the side window one could see the Green Bridge, St. Rafael’s Church, 
and before it a hillock with a cross overgrown with lilac at its highest point. 
Sometimes the nurse took me there for a stroll, especially in the spring, 
when everything smelled so nice. One window faced north, and we would 
put food out on the shelf between the frames to keep it cold. But the win-
dowsill was part of a family legend from my early childhood. My nurse Jó-
zia, whom our distant relatives, the Berzak’s , had relinquished to my young 
mama, was big and dominating. With one earring in her ear, she terror-
ized her twenty-three year old mistress, who did not know about life and 

5  Now the Niaris River.
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how to run a household. This same nanny sat me on the windowsill and 
always concocted the same story: “There goes a soldier, there goes Leah 
the baker, and there is Leah’s husband,” and so forth, and saying this she 
shoved a spoonful of semolina kasha into my wide-open mouth, consid-
ering this the main and most useful food for children. A photograph from 
that time portrays Lala – that is, me – round as a ball, with a stupid expres-
sion in my blue eyes, in a little dress with red cherry prints, from the vent 
of which a warm robe is peeking out. Józia  assumed that this was obliga-
tory children’s attire. 

The balcony was a marvel. It was raised high above the street, flowing 
into the bridge on sturdy, green cast iron supports. Down below, in what 
looked from the fourth story like an incredible chasm, people were moving, 
wagons were creeping along, cabs with passengers in them were rolling, 
horses’ hooves were clattering on the cobblestone pavement, and pedestri-
ans were walking down the wooden sidewalk: children in the uniforms of 
various schools, servicemen in uniforms, peasant men and women with 
baskets wearing sheepskin coats. During the winter, carriages on sleds came 
through with the driver in the coach-box and two passengers, their knees 
covered by a travel rug. 

The balcony became an oasis for me in the summer. In boxes lined up 
along all the railings, planted pansies were flowering, exactly like a bush 
or another flower with a yellow heart. Unfortunately, I was rarely allowed 
to go out onto the balcony. There were no other buildings in front of our 
house, just little stores in a long barracks and the ruins of a factory. The 
wind always blew on the balcony, and I would quickly catch cold. 

There we were, sitting in the dining room at an oval table. Against the 
walls were two black buffets: a big one and a small one. They were under 
lock and key. The Passover china with its gold pattern along a blue rim 
was kept there. It was for festive occasions, for the entertainment of guests. 
Mama was not at all religious. She did not observe any religious rituals, 
and because of that she had some disagreements with Father. But the most 
important thing was – the buffet always contained various jams and other 
goodies. Mama did not care about it, but Father and I each had a terrible 
sweet tooth. Father was always in a hurry, ate little, and did not have much 
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of an appetite. Mama figured that he was leaving space for sweets. When 
Father started to hover around the buffet after dinner, Mama always real-
ized that he needed the key to the candy. 

In the drawers of the second buffet were family photographs, snap-
shots of my parents’ travels, albums they had brought back with them 
from abroad. A child “genius” could find in the album – blue with gold 
imprinted lettering, and I could only very seldom get my hands on it – 
“The Vatican Gates.” I did not understand what that meant, and, walking 
with Mama, whenever I saw some intricate gates, I would ask, “Are these 
the Vatican gates?” 

Mama would laugh and then tell Father about my nonsensical remark. 
I was happy. I liked it a lot when people talked about me, no matter what 
they said. I loved being at the center of attention, and in general I consid-
ered myself the center of a huge and little-explored world.

Mama and I were sitting on the sofa in the dining room. The sofa was 
“important” with bolsters on its sides and a carved shelf on top. All the 
dining room furniture was like this: the wooden parts were black, the up-
holstery grey stamped with pink little flowers, plushy and smooth. The up-
holstery was “friendly” and soft, whereas the furniture was very “serious” 
and severe. Mama read me a Czukowski fairy tale about a crocodile and a 
“poor little girl, Laleczka”: 

She was playing with her doll
When she suddenly saw an elephant 
On Tauride Street. 
Laleczka cried and retreated,
Laleczka called for her mam… 

All of this was frightening: both the terrible elephant and the crocodile, 
who swallowed children. I wanted to listen to a kind, gentle, cheerful story, 
where everything was pretty and joyful – not a horrible story that would 
engender terrifying visions in the evening and make me dream wild night-
mares during the night. I begged Mama: 

“Tell me about when you were little!”
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