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ruth in reviewing requines | admie

being not enly a fan of histon-

cal fiction but a sometime practi-
tioner. In that capacity, | joined an aca-
demic panel discussion a few years back
with several students of the genre. The
question before us was what distinguish-
es memorable and successful historical
I|CT|.|'|1'| !‘l"l':l'l III.E III.L'\J.H'Lrl' iII.I.iJ LUNsLC-
cessful? The opinions expressed were
learned and enlightening. But when my
tarn came, [ confessed a lack of criteria
and fell back on Justice Potter Stewart’s
famous remark about pornography: “1
know it when [ see it.”

Thart remark popped back inco my
head as | read Jay Neugeboren's 1940,
At the very least, | suppose; its safe 1o
say that a convincing work of hustorical
fiction lsn'ta matter of a detail-by-detail,
Williamshurg-style restomtion; rther, it
Chst

spell, conjuring up an atmesphere
of authenticity that captures the com-
plexity, urgency, and wnpredictabilioy of
events now solidified into the cenainties
of history,

The time in Neugeboren's compelling,
intensely intelligent novel is December
1940, the ks month of the first full year
of World War 1I; the place, the Bronx.
Elisabeth Rofman, a medical (lustrator
ar Johns Hopkine Hospiral, persodically
visits her father in his small, spare apart-
ment. D, John Kafka, a Jewish refugee
and physician ar the hospital, induces
her 1o wse ane such visit to drop in on
his relative, another refugee from the
. . Eduard Bloch,

Twenty-five years her senior, Bloch
is stnick by "the extmaordinary beauty
of her person, and, despite or perhaps
because of her extreme shyness, the
palpable warmth of her presence.” She

has an energizing effect on him. Absent
“the kiss that Mis Rofman so tenderly
bestowed an me,” he wonders, would be
be capable of recording “those revela-
rions that | should have disclosed to the
appropriate authorities long before this™
Touching his hands, Elisabeth feels a mix
of wonder and revulbsion thart these were
the “same hands that had once touched
Adolf Hitler's private pans.”

A descendent of Czech Jews whio
proudly identified with German cul-
ture, Bloch settled in Ling, where he was
posted during his service in the Austrian
armyand eventually went into private
practice. It seemed nothing out of the
ordinary when Klara Hitler, the widow
of a minor customs official, sought his
services. The only umzsual aspect—and
thizs solely in view of subsequent devel-
opments—was the bond of devotion
1.'1.':“-1.".'“ |.||.||L"[. Plrmn LI.LII'.I ||1'|iJ II':'I s0n
Adolf.

The boy, remembers Bloch, was char-
acterized by a “certain inwardness—a
strangeness.  he was a lad who seemed
tor Iove within himself.™ Bt it s his re-
action to has mather’s deach from breast
cancer that fixed him in Bloch’s mem-
ory: “ have never seen one o prostrate
with grief as this young man."

Hitler, in turn, mever forgor the care
Bloch gave his mother, In the wake of
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the Gierman annexation of Auseris

an expanding, all-enveloping campaign
of anti-Semitism, Bloch wies the lone Jew
-.:||:|g|-='|.| ot by 2 still-prateful Fihrer as
an Edeljude—a noble Jew. Spared the
indigmitics inflicted on his coreligionists,
he was allowed to leave the Reich with a
letrer of recommendation from the head
of the N

Neugeboren's novel unfolds in st

| doctors” league.

throwgh journal entries made by Bloch
as he amempes to recond his recollections
af Hitler, The docrar hopes that these
memaries of “'.I'I{'l'l ':I'l" CUTTENT Master
of continental Europe was a vulnerable
youngster, undergoing “what was perhaps
his deepest if not anly experience of mue
human feeling. . .of affection, warmeh,
and love for another human being,”
might aid American intelligence. {Dr.
Bloch's real-life recollections of his medi-
cal internetions with young Hitler were
published in a two-part series in Collier’s
magazine, March 15 and 22, 1941.)

Inspired by Miss Rofman o write,
Bloch s drawn into her life. Her father
has pone missing, a mysterious if not un-
precedented occurrence. He'd done so
before. But this has left her alone in her
struggle with her ex-husband, Dr. Alex
Landau, over the fate of their troubled
son Daniel who was insticutionalized in
a private children's home several years
befare. Though Daniel doesn’t fic the
near eugenic categorizarion of the men-
wally deficient inro idiots, imbeciles, and
marons, his faurher and caretakers have
decided thar his budding sexualivy re-
quires thar he be srerilized.

When Dianvel escapes, Bloch lets Elisa-
beth use his apartment as a hideout. He
doesn't prejuidge the boy according to a
EUReEnic I:ﬂ|1|'\-|<'|=4.'. Instead, he dizcerns
a "neurclogical anomaly that inhibies
him from relating to other human beings
in what we would consider normal and
approgiate ways. ..a real condition. .. for
which we yet have no name.” (I seems



likely the condition is Asperger’s sym-
drome, o form of autism first disgnosed
in 1944.)

Mizs Rofman shares Bloch's passion
for precise observation. Her elegant,
exacting illustrations of a child’s heart
are part of the ploncering efforts by Dr.
Helen Taussig and her collaborarors at
Johns Hapkins to devise a surgical cure
for the congenital abnormality known
as blue-baby syndrome. A delineator of
children’s hearts, heartsick with “lave
and worry™ for her son, Elisabeth ob-
serves that *in proportion to the whole
body...men's hearts were smaller than
women's. This was a face thar she would
remember to share with Dandel—and
withaut commenting on its meraphori-
cal implications—the kind of fact she
knew he loved.”

Professor Bridel, a master medical il-
lustrator and one of Elisabeth'’s mentors
at Johns Hopkins, counsels his pupils
“to keep staring 50 as to cultivate the
internal eye that belongs to memory.”
According 1o Beadel, inis “the accumu-
lation of impressions. ..in memory, in
imagination. ..that allowed one 1o truly
see, and thereby, 1o reconstruct what
one saw in the most effective way, and,
more important, what we hoped others
could see.”

It is this true sight that Dr. Bloch, o
man more of the heart than the head,
secks, He bong ago gave up pusling over
metaphysical realities. (*] am, in point
of fact, as little inteccsted in God as |
suspect God i3 in me,” he stages.) He
can'E ﬂ;pl:i:n. why the shy, sensitive bay
he treated in Lin: grew into a Jew-hat-
ing, warmongering monster, The whole
question of whether Hitler is an accident
of history or an avatar of demonic forces
no longer engrages him.

The essence of the human predica-
ment, Bloch sees with true elarity, s in
o we trear one anmothes, “To call Hitler
evil, for example,” he asks, “how does it
change the ways in which we are called
upen o act’™ Inhis view, as a doctar, a
Jew, and a human being, his duty is to
atrend to the patient or person in front
of him. Asked by Elisabeth why he has
been so very kind to her and her son,
“Bloch put a hand on top of hers. 'Ta

that question, [ will reply in o proverbial
Jewish manmner, and ask: Why not?™"

The truth for Dv. Bloch is that the
world is filled with suffering of all
kinds—physical, emotional, spiricual,
Mo one s immune. Uncertain of what
lies ahead, we are left with the everyday
work of healing human heans, real and
metaphorical.

Joy Neugeboren's 1944 is a taur, nu-
anced, beautifully written novel that
captures an anxious and uncertain time

I Ways Ii'ull! a l.l.'l'.ll.x"l! mndl.-tlru; ol facts
and dates could never achieve. Meuge-
boren casts a spell on the fint page of his
novel that never poes away. This memo-
rable wark of hiztorical fiction is to be
contemplated s well as savored.

Peter Quinn is the author of the nevels
Banished Children of Eve and Hour of
the Cat. His most recent book, Looking
for Himmy, s a collection of essmvs on the
Irish-American experince.
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