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To Haadi and Naomi,


I pass this memorial candle, with tenderness, to you.
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I wasn’t one of the six million who died in the Shoah,


I wasn’t even among the survivors.


And I wasn’t one of the six hundred thousand who went out of Egypt.


I came to the Promised Land by sea.


No, I was not in that number, though I still have the fire and the smoke


within me, pillars of fire and pillars of smoke that guide me


by night and by day. I still have inside me the mad search


for emergency exits, for soft places, for the nakedness


of the land, for the escape into weakness and hope.


—Yehuda Amichai, “I Wasn’t One of the Six Million”


























A Note on Proper Names



In Eastern Europe during the early part of the twentieth century, shifting geopolitical currents forced international borders to change, constantly. These shifts, along with the movements of displaced populations, entangled languages and alphabets, muddling names and terms, and presenting a challenge in a book like this to both writers and readers. A single road—German Street, for example—might have different names in Polish (ulica Niemiecka), Yiddish (Daytshe gas), and Lithuanian (Vokiečių gatvė).


The city at the heart of this story was Wilno to the Poles, Wilna to the Germans (who occupied the city during each of the two world wars), and Vilne or Vilna to the Jewish population, and, starting after World War II, it became widely known by its Lithuanian name, Vilnius.


People’s names are also subject to the whims of different transliterations from the Hebrew or Cyrillic alphabets. Sometimes the same people, subjects in this story, themselves used different versions of their names in different contexts. For example, the diarist Grigorij Schur (as he was published in German) also went by Zvi Hirsh Shur (in Hebrew) and Grigorij or Grigorijus Šuras (in Lithuanian). I can’t begin to describe the complications this all presented to my research, but I have never minded a challenge.


Throughout Unearthed, I’ve done my best to keep spellings as simple as possible for English speakers (Shriftsetzer, not Szryftzecer, for example) and to use the most commonly accepted form of a name or place. In some instances, I’ve personalized the usage, which is to say I’ve gone with the form I first heard and adopted. For instance, I refer to the town of Ashmyany, as it is now known, as opposed to its previous incarnations—Oszmiana, Oshmyany, or Ašmena.


In the case of the city where my family lived, for the sake of comprehension, I’ve used “Vilna” in contexts before 1945 and “Vilnius” when referring to the Lithuanian capital of today. This should be the clearest solution, but I hope you’ll join me in seeing any residual confusion as a fascinating reflection of the chaos that reigned during this period of tremendous upheaval.






















Prologue


I first learned about the forbidden book in 1996.


On an overcast Sunday in June, I headed up the New Jersey Turnpike to see my aunt Mollie at her home in Bayonne. That in itself was not unusual. Mollie had invited me over countless times since I was a small child to regale me with stories about our family, before they were lost in the Holocaust. And when Mollie invited you somewhere, you went. But this time, when she’d called to summon me, there was an edge in her voice that suggested an added significance.


Even in her mideighties, Mollie was formidable. My aunt was barely five feet tall, but she might as well have been a giant for how large she loomed. Below auburn hair and arched eyebrows, she had our family’s signature high cheekbones, Roman nose, and quick brown eyes—constantly assessing. She was always dressed immaculately, wearing a prominent piece of statement jewelry, either a family heirloom or a more modern treasure discovered in her travels. (Jewelry held special significance in my family, talismans that represented our history and love.) The only thing that belied her sophistication was her thick North Jersey accent.


Now she opened the door and enveloped me in a warm but quick hug.


She led me to the living room, tastefully decorated in midcentury rosewood atop ombre shag rugs in browns and golds. The modernist furniture was accented by more family heirlooms, brought over by my grandmother when she emigrated from Vilna (then a city in a Lithuanian state in the Russian Empire) in 1905, and an astounding modern art collection Mollie had gathered before the artists were lauded as modern masters—Picasso, Matisse, Braque, Chagall.


I was feeling tense. Somehow, I had been designated as the family member to talk to my aunt about giving up driving, which to her felt tantamount to surrendering her independence. I knew she was deeply opposed to the idea, and none of us liked to battle with her. But lately she’d been forgetting things, and operating a vehicle simply wasn’t safe anymore. I readied myself to broach the topic with as much diplomacy as possible, but she surprised me by raising another, perhaps even more jarring, subject.


There, without ceremony, beneath a Ben Shahn lithograph of Martin Luther King Jr., Mollie began to talk about the responsibilities she expected me to assume after her death.


Her face took on a serious expression, unfamiliar to me. One essential responsibility I would have to assume after she was gone, she explained leaning in, concerned an unusual book.


She walked over to an elegant cabinet and opened its doors. I moved to rise as well, but she waved me back into my seat.


“Wait there,” she said, accepting no argument.


Even now, at her advanced age, she was a commanding presence.


Nestled between an illustrated three-volume history of Jewish life in Vilna and a VHS cassette of a PBS documentary, The Partisans of Vilna, was a thin book. I recognized these surrounding resources because I had inherited Mollie’s preoccupation with the past, all that had happened to our family before, during, and after the Holocaust. As she slid the paperback from the shelf, I thought it didn’t look like much, for all the weight the conversation seemed to hold. But she held it with a reverence that fixed my attention.


Twenty-One and One, as the book was titled, was scarcely more than a hundred pages long, with brown lettering on the cover above a wood block–style illustration of arches and alleyways, a representation, I would later learn, of the Vilna ghetto, half concealed by a dark theatrical curtain. Carefully, Mollie leafed through to the only page written in English, a description that explained the book was “about twenty-one Yiddish actors murdered by the Nazis in Vilna 1941–42,” my realization beginning to dawn.


She pointed out a black-and-white photograph of my cousin Franya Winter that had been reproduced alongside a Yiddish essay about her. In the image, she was smiling innocently at the camera, no sense of the horror that was to come. Her dark curls peeked out from beneath a kind of veil. Her face was round and youthful, her gaze penetrating. Although this was the first time I had seen this photo, I knew Franya well. As a child, I had spent countless hours poring over old photos of my European relatives from the first part of the twentieth century, and Franya, in particular, had always enchanted me. I knew from Mollie that she had been an actress before World War II, and you could see a spark in her eyes. But like my other family members, I knew nothing about what had become of her, only that she was gone. She didn’t make it.


Franya’s chapter was very near the front of the book—or rather, since the book was laid out in the customary Hebraic style read from right to left, very near the back. I would later understand that the order of the chapters had their own significance.


Mollie didn’t tell me what was written, and since I couldn’t read Yiddish, I had no way of deciphering it. But she offered the book to me, and I took it in my hands. As I leafed through the pages, a strange sense of protectiveness came over me.


“When I’m gone,” Mollie began, “I want you to take this book.”


I understood: I was to be the book’s custodian, ensure its safekeeping. Something about this text was important.


“Keep it,” she continued, “and pass it on to your children.”


I agreed. I thought she was finished and readied to move on to the issue of her driving, when she stopped me, her hand on my arm, and looked me hard in the eyes to confirm that I was listening.


“But don’t read it,” she said.


My aunt had a singularly forceful personality. My sisters and I considered her opinions on everything from politics to fashion. So at the time, I didn’t question why she would issue such a strange order—at least not aloud. I simply accepted her wishes. She was getting older. I knew she cared about family above all else. Maybe she was protecting us from something? If so, my job was to keep this secret buried. That was all there was to it.


Still, I couldn’t help wondering what could have driven her to demand such secrecy. As I drove home later that day, the more I thought about it, the more I suspected that Franya’s chapter contained some horrifying, shameful episode that Mollie thought the rest of us were better off not knowing. Who knew what my cousin had been forced to endure in the Vilna ghetto under occupation, what awful decisions she’d been compelled to make?


It’s easy to say: Who are we to judge? But that’s what successive generations do. We sort people of the past into moral categories: brave or weak, heroic or contemptible. Maybe Mollie didn’t want to put us in that position with regards to our own family. For all my burning curiosity about Franya and the unspoken history of my family, I wasn’t going to second-guess my aunt.


For my entire life, having grown up in a household where the Holocaust was everything and nothing, hugely impactful but rarely discussed, I had my own questions about what had happened to our relatives. In fact, it nearly obsessed me, coloring my entire worldview. In many ways, it had infiltrated my every day because of its absence, a kind of quiet reverberation that is not lost on children. When Mollie would show me the jewelry given to her by a missing relative, I could not help but think of what might have happened. If these people were so important to us, how could we not honor their memories by learning their stories? How could we simply accept their disappearance into thin air?


I could keep the book closed, I resolved, but could I surrender our history? Could I carry that ancestral burden forever, which felt embedded in my being, without ever understanding its source? If I couldn’t read the book, what could I do to come to peace with what happened?


The forbidden book sat first on Mollie’s shelf and then, after she died shortly thereafter in 1997, unread on mine, amid dozens of Holocaust-related books I’d pored over and collected my whole life. Twenty-One and One remained forbidden, its taboo prompting me to eye it occasionally and wonder in frustration why I would be commanded to keep something that I could not know.
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The Memorial Candle


“How unclouded is your memory!”


I don’t remember a time when I was not aware of the Holocaust, a time when I was not consumed by it, a time when it was not lodged in my consciousness or deep in my bone marrow. I also don’t remember a time when it was introduced or discussed. From early childhood, I simply understood that Hitler was the most evil of all bad guys, that Nazis killed the Jews, and that we, as Jews, had something amorphous—a movement against us—that we should always fear.


It was not as if I was the child of Holocaust survivors. They, I felt, deserved the right to claim generational trauma from gruesome stories overheard or heavy silences. My grandfather had left his extended family behind and emigrated to the United States in 1904, during the Russian Revolution, and my grandmother followed soon after. Thus, the family that immediately surrounded me—my parents, my larger-than-life aunt Mollie, my cousins—had been forced to watch helplessly from the sidelines while, across an ocean, people they loved, with whom they shared blood, were eviscerated, brutalized, and erased, for simply being Jewish. No one ever sat me down to share the details of their traumatic experiences. They certainly never mentioned the forbidden book, as only Mollie knew about it. Quite the opposite: they stayed silent about everything that unfolded after Hitler marched his armies into Poland in 1939 and then into the Soviet Union two years later. Later, I would learn how common this phenomenon was among that Greatest Generation of American Jews, families like mine whose fathers fought in World War II and whose relatives died in the genocide. The truth about what had happened, or what they knew of it from word of mouth and newspaper reports, was too painful, too brutal, and too close to confront. To discuss it was to expose a gaping wound, and perhaps even to invite in a kind of superstitious danger.


So, I knew nothing about my family’s struggle for survival after the city of Vilna, where many of them resided, was invaded in the summer of 1941, and nothing about the circumstances of their deaths. I just knew that their stories lingered in negative space, especially with Mollie.


“They didn’t make it,” the grown-ups would sigh to shut down my questions. “They’re all gone.” Vanished. In their wake they left trails I was desperate to follow. I didn’t know their stories, yet I carried a deep sense that something terrible happened—and could happen again.


I thought about it constantly. As a child in the 1960s, I had nightmares about Hitler marching toward our house from the end of our suburban New Jersey street. In my waking hours, I’d allow myself to imagine what would happen if a new generation of Nazis took over the United States and put the same target on our backs as they had our relatives in Europe, a thought that has likely entered the consciousness of many other American Jews in recent years. Would any of our neighbors, the parents of my friends, take us in and hide us? Or would they buckle under the pressure, point us out to the brutal men in uniforms and bucket helmets, and watch, stone-faced or perhaps weeping crocodile tears, as we were hauled away to gas chambers?


At the time, I didn’t think such thoughts were unusual for a kid. I thought they were what it meant to be a Jew.


No one knew about the way my mind spun with worry. I kept my thoughts to myself, following the lead of the adults around me. I restrained myself from raising my anxieties and questions, particularly for my kind and sweet older cousin Lola, a peer of Mollie’s whose given name was Israel. He was the only member of my grandmother’s family to survive the war. I longed to learn what he heard from the rest of the Vilna diaspora, to hear his story of escape, but I had a sense that it was verboten, even hurtful, to ask. All I knew was that he and his wife, Naomi, were saved by a Christian family in Brussels. Even in the silence I could sense that there was pain, from Lola himself and the other adults who were careful around him. For as long as I can remember, I understood that my role was to lift my family’s spirits, to bring them joy and a belief in the future, not mire them in the pain of the past. I was to be the golden child, and I became good at smiling in the face of difficulty and confusion.


It was only years later that I learned from Mollie that an order had gone out for Lola’s arrest and deportation, but that he and his wife had somehow escaped the Nazis’ clutches, leaping from a train and going into hiding. Mollie would say, “Can you believe that little thing jumped from a train?”


When I was ten years old, another cousin, Cheyna, a survivor on my grandfather’s side, came to visit. I remember it vividly because she let her guard down and shared some of her story. It was a hot summer day. I stood with my head resting on our black oval wooden dining table with all its extra leaves in place to accommodate the extended family. The remnants of bagels, lox, and borscht sat uncleared on platters, as I listened to Cheyna describe her childhood in Vasilishok, a shtetl seventy miles southwest of Vilna. There, generations of Boyarskys, my grandfather’s family, had owned a water mill, later equipped with a steam-powered electricity-generating plant. It was, as Cheyna would say in her heavily accented English, “It vas a goot life, a very fine life.”


In June 1941 when Cheyna was fifteen years old, her family learned that the Germans were mere hours away from Vasilishok. Out of options, her mother sent her off with an uncle heading east alongside rows of retreating Soviet soldiers. She wouldn’t discuss anything that happened to her while she was in Russia. Even in revealing her history, there was heavy silence. In her telling, the story stopped abruptly when she’d left her family and resumed a couple of years later when she landed in Uzbekistan and worked in an orphanage until the end of the war.


When she returned to Vasilishok after the war in 1945, she learned that everyone she had known, everyone she had loved, was gone. Everyone. From the vantage point of a suburban kid in New Jersey, I tried to imagine what that might feel like, to return to the only home you’ve ever known and find that everyone was gone, disappeared—parents, siblings, friends—with new people living in your home, sitting at your table, wearing your mother’s pearls.


The Nazis had massacred almost two thousand of the shtetl’s Jews in a single day in May 1942, erasing Cheyna’s past. The ones they had spared—barely two hundred people—either were killed later or escaped into the forests, where they took their chances with the partisans who lived hiding in the woods, fighting back against their oppressors. Many of them perished too.


Since there was nothing for Cheyna in Vasilishok, she settled in Grodno, the nearest sizable town. There she lived and then in Poland until she and her husband, Sasha, a disabled Russian army veteran and an orphan like her, were able to emigrate to Israel in 1962, where I would visit her regularly until she passed away in 2018.


Once I heard the stories, they were impossible to forget. Despite being preoccupied with the Holocaust, I was an otherwise happy kid. I’d join in neighborhood games of kickball in the street, bike around with friends, or run over to their homes to play with their Creepy Crawlers and Barbie Dream Houses. I was the youngest of four girls, living out the American Dream in a freshly constructed subdivision of identical three-bedroom ranch houses just outside Asbury Park. The lawns were lush and wide, the traffic slow and infrequent. It was the perfect place for families like ours who weren’t overeager to stress their ethnic origins, Jewish or otherwise. Unlike other ethnic minorities, people who experienced bias, we appeared white and were, for the most part, treated as such. We didn’t suffer the same kind of day-to-day bigotry. Still, there was no way to separate ourselves from the generational grief that hung overhead like a storm cloud. It may have been largely unspoken, but it was always present, especially for me.


[image: image]


Remembrance was not only my family tradition, but it is an essential tenet of Judaism, a theme that emerges in daily prayers, on the Sabbath, in Torah portions, and through the holidays. We are commanded to remember. On Passover, the most commonly observed Jewish holiday, the importance of memory is reinforced over and over again through recitation, food, symbols, and songs, instructing us to remember the exodus from Egypt as if we, ourselves, were slaves who suffered under the Pharoah and escaped by God’s miracle across the Red Sea. As we read in the Haggadah, or “Telling,” leads us through the commandment, “And you shall tell your children…” This is not just about remembering that we were freed from slavery, but it also reminds us of the difficulties our ancestors encountered. It teaches us not only faith, but empathy for the struggles of others, and to take action to address wrongdoing when we see it, because we have been there ourselves.


In the Hebrew language, there is no word for “history” as we know it. The closest translation is the word zakhor (to remember). Its variants appear no fewer than 169 times in the twenty-four books of the Hebrew Bible, almost always in reference to God or the people of Israel and their obligations to each other. This is not about a commitment to historical truth. It is not about precise facts. Rather, it is about establishing a bedrock foundation of Jewish identity based on texts and religious laws brought down from the mountaintop. It is about ritual and recital through storytelling. “To be a Jew,” wrote Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “is to be a link in the chain of the generations, a character in a drama that began long before we were born and will continue long after our death.”


My aunt Mollie embodied this ethos wholly.


And her ferocity and loyalty was not reserved only for her family and the Jewish people. In a time when women were not encouraged to speak out, she spoke fearlessly about everything from labor politics to women’s rights. Though she was not religious, she had an encyclopedic knowledge of the Bible, about which she would quip, “You want to read about sex? Then read the Bible! Everything is in there.”


My aunt was an advocate, as a beloved high school history teacher willing to do anything to help her students, as a modern art dealer, as a tough-as-nails union activist with a sophisticated sense of style. She was either adored or feared (usually adored) by those she drew into her orbit. She was quick-witted, outspoken, thick-skinned, and unabashedly political, all of which made her quite unlike anyone else I knew.


Though she was clearly fiercely independent, I once asked her why she never married. “I never found anyone who enchanted me.” She shrugged. “Besides, I never wanted to have to cook for someone 365 days a year.” Aunt Mollie was the person we came to for answers, though my mother, Rosalie (or “Ricky,” as friends called her), was always present, her sister’s diametric opposite with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a mild, unobtrusive manner.


When Mollie spoke passionately, there was electricity in the air. And that was never more the case than when she sat in our living room unspooling tales of our relatives’ exploits in early-twentieth-century Europe. While my family avoided discussing the Holocaust, they loved to reminisce about life before the war. When Mollie told these tales, I was her most enthusiastic pupil. From the time I was tiny, I sat at her feet, popping M&Ms like I was at the movies, and begged her to repeat the stories of our family’s idyllic prewar existence in Vilna, the creative hub of eastern Poland, stories that took on a kind of magic.


Intrigued, I regularly dug deep into the recesses of my parents’ TV cabinet and unearthed a worn manila envelope full of faded family photographs to scrutinize, again and again. I memorized their faces, clothes, jewelry, settings, consumed with knowing them from afar, across time and space. My relatives became so vivid to me that they would appear in my dreams, strolling through the gaslit streets in their wool overcoats and pleated skirts like elegant characters in a costume drama.


Most of the images I pored over while lying on the living room rug with Bewitched on in the background showed my mother’s side of the family in stiff, formal black-and-white group shots, reflecting the bourgeois proprieties of their prewar life. They looked uncomfortable in their expensive outfits, their faces unsmiling, their emotions in check.


In those formal portraits, some cabinet-style photos mounted on cardboard, my cousin Franya looked as blank-eyed and awkward as everybody else, but in the shots of her alone, she stood apart. Aunt Mollie told me that she had been an actress, part of an avant-garde movement of Yiddish-speaking writers, directors, and performers in the 1920s and 1930s who broke social taboos and pushed theatrical boundaries in ways that shocked and exhilarated their contemporaries. Even in places where people barely spoke Yiddish, the traveling productions packed houses and received rave reviews. This theater encompassed Jewish culture itself, defined by a uniquely Jewish voice—a blend of sarcasm and ominous understanding; they communicated emotions, ideas, and absurdist humor that transcended language. Encompassing Jewish culture itself, defined by constant examination, question marks at the end of statements and interrogation of accepted norms.


Many of the images we had were postcards and publicity stills for Franya’s stage shows. She seemed to have stepped right out of a Hollywood movie. She was confident and coy, wearing outrageous hats, fur coats, and palazzo pants. She seemed comfortable in her skin and relatable, playful even in her sexuality as she posed dressed as characters from a sailor or a witch or a little girl. Even in black-and-white, she was in Technicolor. It wasn’t difficult for me to imagine her, amber-lit, as she performed onstage or laughed and sang surrounded by friends. I was deeply smitten with her smoky eyes, glamorous 1920s shingle haircut, heart-shaped lips, and cherubic face, full of mischief. In the midst of so much unspeakable death and loss, she seemed vividly, unstoppably alive.


Aunt Mollie once described Franya as a “prima donna,” which I imagined was the exaggeration of a proud relative. I wondered: Had she really been so famous? Or was she only a fixture in Vilna, a city celebrated at the time for the breadth and richness of its Jewish cultural life?


Over the years, I’ve tried to determine which came first, my obsession with the past or my aunt Mollie’s unspoken decision to designate me as my generation’s keeper of the family memory. This role is known as “the memorial candle,” or yahrzeit, according to Israeli psychologist Dina Wardi. Certainly, Mollie’s influence contributed to a sense of responsibility and fascination that drove me to want to learn more.
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Mollie never formally sat me down and explained that I would take on this role of carrying and passing down the family history. She knew so much about Vilna, I wondered if her own mother had designated her before me or if she’d chosen the role herself. She had no children of her own, so it was logical that she should think of one of her sister’s four daughters. But she didn’t pick the oldest, as one might have expected. Nor was I her favorite. In many ways, I felt less connected to her than my sisters did because I was the only one who hadn’t lived with her in their two-family home in Bayonne, across the Hudson River from New York City, before my parents made the move out to the suburbs. Maybe I craved her approval even more for that. Or maybe I was simply the one who listened as she regaled us from an early age with stories about my grandparents and their lively, bright, funny, cultured prewar family, stories that had me rapt. She told these tales in much the same way that other aunts might read their nieces bedtime stories, the most natural thing in the world.


Aunt Mollie told me stories about the dangers my grandparents’ generation faced in being conscripted into the czarist army, about the tinsmiths’ guild that my great-grandfather headed, about my grandmother’s wedding at their grand home, and about the vivid and charming characters that populated their turn-of-the-century lives. In talking about our relatives, Mollie conjured up an entire city. Vilna was the essential backdrop to everything she described. There, the family welcomed her in 1932 with carnations and attention at their lavish home. She washed and pressed her clothing with Franya, the actress, and her tante Rivel bathed her and shopped with her at the city’s bustling markets. She spoke of beautiful balcony views of the city and hilltops and of magical garden strolls. With her cousins, she attended the theater, meeting the entire cast of Franya’s show, all of whom kissed her hand in greeting. The performance ended at eleven and was followed by a concert. Afterward, even the walk home along the cobblestones under gaslit streetlights was fun and raucous, alive with a sense of abandon.


At that time, Vilna was a sparkling place of inspiration and imagination in the midst of a kind of renaissance. Though the city boasted deep history, from remnants of its medieval walls to the oldest church in Lithuania, it was also becoming a beacon of modernity in Eastern Europe. Though automobiles had recently been introduced, mainly horses and buggies populated the roads. In cafés and bars, a young generation traded intellectual and artistic ideas, inspired by shifts like the advent of talkies in Hollywood, the Art Deco movement in Western Europe, and the rise of radio. Perhaps inspired by earlier incarnations like Gertrude Stein’s in Paris and beyond, Tante Rivel and others in her sphere held salons, gathering the city’s creative class together for cocktails and chatter in elaborate sitting rooms. At the core of this was the Yiddish theater, infusing the bones of the city with energy.


It was the world that had been lost along with the many relatives who did not survive the war—my great-aunt Tante Rivel; my cousins Isaak, Rachmil, and Soma; Soma’s wife, Raisel, and their little girl, Basha; and Franya, of course.


My aunt didn’t teach me these stories as history, exactly. Rather, she told them as family lore. I suspect they were a way for her to reimmerse herself in the Vilna she had once visited in the summer of 1932, during a glorious trip, and to celebrate the lives our relatives had lived while they still had the freedom to do so.


Mollie was a New Yorker by birth, “a citizen of the world,” she would say, “based in Bayonne,” but in her soul she was a Litvak, a Jew of Lithuanian origin and a Vilna storyteller through and through. I memorized her every turn of phrase, every description of our common ancestors, as though the words themselves were a vital part of their being. In my mind, I could conjure up every one of them as they attended the theater and the symphony or enjoyed long dinners and salon gatherings in the family house where my great-grandfather, the master tinsmith, had established himself at the tail end of the nineteenth century. Even their grand house itself, with its archways and half-moon windows, right off an angled cobblestone street, was like a character.


Over time, I understood that it was my job to take the full measure of this remembrance so that one day I, too, could pass it on to the next generation. And I felt proud to have been chosen.


Mollie was haunted by the family she had loved and cherished and, despite her best efforts, had been unable to save. She clearly carried secrets and pain with her, just as she carried the forbidden book, its existence still unknown to us. My aunt was not one to demonstrate her grief in defeat, so much as in determination. Instead of seeing sadness in her eyes or slumped shoulders, I saw an unbending will to keep their memories alive, shoulders held high.


The characters in her stories were like actors in a movie that never stopped playing inside my head, characters about whom I knew every detail from their personality quirks to their street addresses. I hardly thought of them as dead at all. They felt real as day, like people in my world.


One other factor that contributed both to my interest in the past and to Mollie’s faith in me was that I was the only one of my siblings born after the death of my grandmother, whose name I was given in her memory, as is the Ashkenazi Jewish tradition. There was never a time when I didn’t know from whom and from where I came. Never a time when I didn’t know that I was Meryl, named for my maternal grandmother.


My older sisters all had American names—Carol, Cathy, Charlene—but I was not Mary or Miriam or any assimilated variation starting with the same letter (which was Mollie’s doing). I was Meryl, in full Yiddish. And in many ways, that felt meant to be.


From the time I took my first breath, along with my family’s traumatic history, I carried within me the other Meryl, the original Meryl. If Franya was the relative who fascinated and fired up my imagination, the grandmother I’d never met was the one with whom I identified most closely. Indeed, her life story was in many ways the story of our family’s transition from the Old World to the New. She was born in Vilna, as Meryl Kagan. Upon her marriage to my grandfather, she became Meryl Boyarsky. After she crossed the Atlantic in 1905 and passed through Castle Garden, the precursor to Ellis Island, she became Marie Bayroff. She was the Meryl from whom we all sprang.


I didn’t just bear her name. As a child, I was told that I resembled her. When I turned my head a certain way, people who knew her would see her reflected in an intense look in my eyes, if only for an instant. When I misbehaved or showed my willfully daring side, I was told I’d inherited her independent spirit. “She was a tzatzkeleh, just like you,” Mollie would say. Like me, Meryl Kagan was the youngest in a family of daughters. She, too, was a rule breaker when it suited her, who had skipped school and snuck her way into the Vilna opera house, where her father built metal props for stage sets. I wasn’t a troublemaker per se, but I was also not one to hide my opinion or go passively along with a plan that felt wrong. I too followed my passions.


Sometimes, I imagined I was her. In my sepia-filtered dreams, inspired by our family’s turn-of-the-century photographs, I was dressed, like her, in a long skirt with a white cotton lace blouse and a tight jacket framing a tiny, corseted waist. I, too, had a fox stole wrapped around my collar as I strolled the elegant streets in the chill of early winter.


At other times, I wished my grandmother could be with me. As a small child, I would lie in bed crying, and, when my mother came to comfort me, I would say I missed my grandmother. It made no difference to me that we had never met. I felt I knew her as well as I knew the living members of my family, and I wondered, long before the concept of ancestral or genetic memory reached my consciousness, about whether I could have somehow inherited her being, so that it was in my bones. My love for her was real and deep.


That love, of course, had its origins in mourning, and for more than just my grandmother. The silence my family practiced was the mourning, an expression of how much everyone had suffered and lost. And their silence became a reverberation in me. Where they craved quiet and distance, I, like many in my generation, craved information and connection. Little by little, their suffering came through.
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As I grew older, my talks with Mollie became more deliberate. Either we would sit together on my parents’ screened-in porch, or she would drive me to her home in Bayonne, an hour north, and have me stay overnight.


Even as we rode up the New Jersey Turnpike, she would encourage me to open my eyes to the world, to see beauty where others saw only the ugliness of oil refineries. “Look,” she’d say. “Look, look, look at the composition of the twisted pipes and the wires. Look at the lights… look at the color of the sky… look at the purples and oranges,” colored by the industrial exhaust.


At her house, we would sit on her couch together, surrounded by her collection of modern art, a treasure trove that my sisters and I would later inherit, and she would reel off one story after another. There was nothing didactic or forced about these sessions. She would offer me mint chocolate chip ice cream or a piece of chocolate as I sat at her knee and listened. She was like a sightseeing plane with no fixed destination, circling around all sorts of periods and people before landing on the ones that most took her fancy.


Everything in her house had its story and seemed to spring to life as she shared its background. Two brass kettles that my grandfather Michel Boyarsky had made in the 1890s on his first day as an apprentice to his future father-in-law, my great-grandfather Duvid Kagan, lived in her living room—and now sit on my mantelpiece. As the story went, a woman came into my great-grandfather’s shop to order a replacement prosthetic limb. Someone tossed Michel her old brass appendage, challenging, “Here, kid, make something from this.” And he did.


Mollie had adapted two tall vases, also brass, also made by my grandfather, into lamps. She’d turned an heirloom geometric tablecloth from Vilna, which looked quite modern, into her bedspread. She had a Russian samovar and a set of silver spoons, which my grandmother had brought over on her crossing to America—traveling second class, not low-level steerage, Mollie never failed to point out. Little did I know then that the forbidden book sat waiting in a cabinet here, just feet away.


She didn’t show me the book then. Instead, she pulled out my grandmother’s bridal trousseau, her embroidered linens, her white cotton wedding nightgown, copper pots and pans, and a bolt of cobalt-blue silk lace that, many decades later, would be transformed into my wedding dress. Mollie shared the stories behind every piece of precious jewelry, as well, which she kept locked away in a safe built into the wall of her bedroom closet: the gold pocket watch my grandfather gave my grandmother as an engagement present, which would someday be mine; my great-grandmother Basha’s gold flower-shaped earrings that were for my sister Carol; Tanta Rivel’s rose-diamond chandelier earrings, meant for Cathy; and the garnet pin shaped like a leafed tree branch belonging to Tante Leah, which would go to my sister Charlene. I was entranced by them. Those pieces that the family gave her during her visit to Vilna clearly took on new meaning when, as one of many injustices, Jews had been ordered to surrender their possessions—specifically jewelry—to Nazi soldiers.


Through Mollie, I came to know my grandparents by the objects they had brought to the New World: contemplating these pieces and the rich history associated with them was even better than playing with my Easy-Bake Oven. The way I saw it, I was being initiated into a club established just for me.


During Mollie’s lessons, I became almost as familiar with the geography of the old city of Vilna as I was with my own neighborhood. My family, I knew, lived at Ostrobramska No. 11, a house near the rococo Holy Trinity Gate, between the Philharmonic concert hall and the shrine of Our Lady of Ostrobramska—at the center of it all. That gracious home was where my grandmother and her sisters had played as children, grew into women, married, and had children of their own. I learned that the interior stone courtyard it overlooked had served as my great-grandfather’s workshop and that, between the wars, the house was a gathering place for actors, writers, painters, and poets. My great-aunt Rivel Lichtenberg, my grandmother Meryl’s glamorous sister, who was the widow of a wealthy banker, would play hostess to artists, poets, and authors while dressed in the latest styles from Paris and smoking cigarettes through an ornate quellazaire.


Mollie had a particular way of punctuating her stories with details she was eager for me to remember. She would, for example, make a point of saying that Duvid Kagan, the guild master, was known as Duvid der geller, David the Yellow, she said, “on account of the color of his hair.” To be sure this and other details were never forgotten, she took the trouble to write them in tiny letters on notes that she left in unexpected places. One of the first I found after her death was on the bottom of one of the kettles my grandfather had made. And I never stopped finding others, attached to objects of all kinds that passed through my aunt’s hands: on a band of purple ribbon that Tante Rivel sent my grandmother Meryl in the early 1930s, beneath a pair of Eames chairs, on a State Department envelope sent to Mollie when she was applying for a new passport.


I learned to describe my cousin Rachmil as “very small in stature with very blue eyes… but oh so sad.” As I repeated that phrase, I could envision him—a man with no clear future path—wandering in the Tiergarten in central Berlin, his blue eyes awash in apprehension. Likewise, I could visualize a young version of my grandmother visiting Vasilishok to meet her in-laws for the first time. She was decked out in fashionable city clothes, a corseted jacket with a fox stole wrapped around her neck. “And she wore a hat!” Mollie told me, echoing the wonder my grandfather’s shtetl family had expressed when they first laid their eyes on my sophisticated, modern grandmother Meryl. I could not learn enough.


Yet, for all my fascination, I understood there was something odd, even a bit transactional, about my relationship with my aunt. It was in part because of Mollie, her noise and her silence, I realized, that the Holocaust had entered my life with such force and refused to leave.


In high school, when I wrote an essay about my family origins, Mollie went through line by line, making corrections before I could submit it. She changed minute details and even included her parents’ exact address in Harlem when they moved to the United States. No detail, it seemed, was too trivial to reinforce.


Except, of course, for the details she didn’t want me to know. Except, of course, for the forbidden book.
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My responsibility, in Mollie’s eyes, didn’t end with preserving the family memory. She had another motivation for making me her protégée. She believed it was our role, as Jews, which is to say my responsibility, to ensure that a genocide like the Holocaust never happened again to anyone. It wasn’t enough for me to learn her lessons. It was incumbent upon me to take those lessons out into the world and live them. I was to live by example and call out wrongdoings wherever I saw them. I was to tell the stories, so that history wouldn’t repeat itself. I adopted that role wholeheartedly, never considering that this was a heavy weight for a child to bear.


For Mollie, of course, rooting out injustice and taking corrective action were second nature. She was effortlessly, indefatigably political, a campaigner at heart who had organized food and clothing drives for Jewish refugees in Europe at the end of the war and later, as a teachers’ union official, had developed a reputation for staring down Bayonne’s power brokers and organized-crime bosses over the negotiating table. She prided herself on seeing the world from a slightly different angle and was forever training her students to be conscious of their rights, so they’d know how to advocate for themselves and others. One time, she asked her high school class to read three books about the union movement and produce an essay over a single weekend, only to give Fs to the students who completed the assignment and an A to the one student who didn’t turn in anything at all. “You are studying labor history,” she told them. “You have the right to refuse unreasonable demands.”


It was one thing, though, to apply unorthodox teaching methods to high school history lessons and quite another to give a child the sense that the future of Western civilization rested on her shoulders.


The headlines in the late 1960s and early 1970s were filled with horrors: the My Lai massacre, the Cambodian genocide, race riots, assassinations. I did my best to model myself after Mollie, striving to become an advocate like her.


As a fourteen-year-old freshman in high school, I got involved in my first political campaign, for a Democrat running for a state assembly seat. The next year, as a student council representative and inspired by George Harrison’s Concert for Bangladesh album, I organized a Freedom from Hunger Day, complete with a performance by the teenage band Ozone, and asked my classmates to donate one day’s lunch money to the cause.


My family mourned for the Kennedys along with the rest of the country, and they were broadly sympathetic to the civil rights movement, which erupted across America in response to the killing of Martin Luther King Jr. The unrest reached Asbury Park, just a few miles from our house, and I remember seeing flames rising from buildings. My parents certainly didn’t condone the destruction, but they understood what it meant for a whole category of people to have been beaten down and kept in poverty for too long. “We are Jews,” my mother would tell us. “We know what it means to be discriminated against.”


Yet it was not quite the same. As a child, I felt different but not insecure because I was able to blend in well enough. Yes, I was the only member of our neighborhood group who didn’t go to church on Sunday, the only one who had a menorah, but no Christmas tree. During the winter holidays, though, I was invited to sing Christmas carols in the neighborhood, and they even accommodated me by adding “Dreidel, Dreidel, Dreidel” to our repertoire.


It was not lost on anyone that I was Jewish, but I was not taunted or ridiculed for my religion, apart from the time when the word “Jews” was written in chalk on the sidewalk in front of our house. I was the only one in the family who saw it. I erased the chalk with my bare hands and never told my family or anyone else what I’d seen.


My anxiety only grew as I hit adolescence. Each evening I would watch Walter Cronkite or the Huntley-Brinkley Report with my parents as a steady stream of attacks on Israel, or those identified as Jews, were broadcast. I followed the murder of eleven Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics in 1972. I remember the shock and confusion as Mark Spitz, the Jewish American gold medalist, was ushered out of Munich under heavy guard, remarking that the lampshade might have been made of one of his aunts in reference to the rumor that Nazis had done so with human skin. Then there was the Yom Kippur War, and the series of pro-Palestinian hijackings, including Entebbe, where both Israelis and those identified as Jews were held hostage. Perhaps most haunting was the Achille Lauro cruise ship, where Leon Klinghoffer, an American Jewish passenger in a wheelchair, was thrown overboard. The attacks felt constant in those days, and my young brain was wired to go to fight-or-flight at the first indication of anti-Jewish hostility. The veneer of our outwardly comfortable lives struck me as frighteningly thin and fragile.


My concerns were almost certainly exacerbated by what I didn’t know, as much as what I did. Mollie had shared every detail about prewar life, but that made the holes she’d left concerning wartime even more gaping and ominous. She and my family partially avoided discussing what happened out of protectiveness. They knew, broadly, the horrors that Vilna’s Jews had suffered, and they didn’t want to burden me, a child, with a cruelty that defied comprehension. Typical of the postwar generation, they preferred to devote their energies to building a brighter future. They didn’t believe in dwelling on a past that could never be altered or undone. Yet I was consumed by that same past, this unspoken presence in our home that seemed to permeate everything and nothing at the same time.


Another reason my family might have stayed quiet, though, was that the details about the fates of our relatives were largely unknown. All Aunt Mollie had, for the most part, were the story’s bookends. She knew that their European cousins—in Warsaw, Berlin, and Brussels, as well as Vilna—had been alive at the start of the Nazi onslaught. And they knew that, by the time the war ended, almost everyone was dead. The part in the middle remained blurry.


My first serious exposure to the realities of the Holocaust came at age fifteen when I sat down with my father to watch the British documentary series The World at War. It was a remarkable piece of television: twenty-six hour-long episodes, starting on October 31, 1973, and running through early May 1974, filled with startling archival footage and frank interviews with wartime political leaders, military commanders, eyewitnesses, survivors, and several former senior Nazis.


It wasn’t the kind of program we normally watched. Usually, we sat in front of the TV as a family for the Million Dollar Movie. I’m certain that Mollie would not have recommended this show for me, though she was probably watching too. My father, though, was excited to relive elements of his own wartime adventures. He had served in the Civil Air Patrol and then in the US Army Air Force as a soldier stationed in Okinawa during the climactic battles against the Japanese. As we watched, he pointed out the various types of planes and aircraft carriers with a pride that only combat veterans can feel.


Riveted through those fifty-two-minute episodes every week, I began to understand the scope of the war in a more concrete way, in contrast to whatever I’d mustered in my imagination. The series put faces and facts to the amorphous generalized anxiety in my head. And it also felt like a chance for special one-on-one time with my father. We sat down together, my father in our royal-blue armchair with me on the floor beside him.


In the twentieth episode, titled “Genocide,” which aired on March 27, 1974, the focus turned to the Nazi program to exterminate the Jews, a subject that had never previously been examined in detail for a mass television audience. It had been less than twenty years since the war ended, and the wounds still felt fresh. Films like The Sound of Music and, of course, books like The Diary of Anne Frank had referenced the horrors, but only now had the events begun to feel distant enough to look back on with some perspective. Only now was a new generation coming of age who would need to understand the atrocities, because they had not lived them.


Having been sheltered from these grisly realities for my whole childhood, the genocide shocked me to my core. I remember watching in horror and fascination as a woman who had survived a mass shooting in Eastern Europe described how she’d lain wounded atop a pile of human corpses in a limestone quarry until all went quiet and, only then, crawled out of the earthen pit to safety. Unconsciously or not, a seed was planted in my brain that would later blossom into a search for answers: If this woman had survived that nightmare, left for dead amid lifeless bodies, what had my relatives experienced?


As more awful images flickered across the television screen—hangings, burnings, concentration-camp inmates hobbling naked and emaciated, a bulldozer plowing through piles of dead bodies in mass graves—my father went quiet. I tore my eyes from the screen to look at his face, now slack. He pulled his cotton handkerchief from his pocket to wipe the tears from his cheeks. Without thinking, I climbed into his lap like a little girl and huddled against him. He held me close. Maybe I was seeking comfort in his big, strong arms, or maybe I understood he needed comfort from me.


It was jarring to realize that my father, Alvin Frank, was crying. He was everything you might associate with the Greatest Generation, and then some: strong but tender, an adventurer at heart, a giant, fearless bear of a man who always made me feel safe. As a young man, he’d gone on a date with Betty Grable, played golf with Babe Ruth, and once hoisted a skinny kid named Frank Sinatra onto a piano in Hoboken so he could hear him sing. He was a man who could face down anything. When I dreamed about Hitler invading the Jersey Shore, it was invariably my father who ended up punching the führer in the face or running him over with the green family Oldsmobile. The Holocaust was horrifying enough to break the heart of even the most courageous man. In that moment in front of the TV, as I dared not move to wipe his tears from my face, I understood consciously for the first time how much pain lived in the silence. I understood how much the adults in my life had to bear.


As I look back, I think my father was also crying because of me. I was young and innocent, representing limitless possibilities. In his arms I represented the future, and he was determined to protect that, in a way that had proved impossible during the war, with every fiber of his being.
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Most “memorial candles” like me are the direct descendants of survivors, and they struggle with specific repercussions from that. By contrast, my own struggles are a strange sort of trauma, if they can accurately be called a trauma at all. My parents didn’t physically live through the Holocaust, and neither did my grandparents. They were an ocean away and were able to make only the most sporadic contact with the relatives who perished in Vilna and Vasilishok, in Berlin and Warsaw. But they certainly lived with a pain that defined them, and what I carry is a symptom of the lasting damage that the Holocaust has caused to the fabric of our modern world.


My sense of responsibility—despite being once or twice removed—is core to my identity. It wasn’t only about the Holocaust itself, but about Jewish identity, although my family was more secular than religious. We were “bone-marrow Jews,” proud of who we were and culturally literate, but we celebrated only major holidays. On Yom Kippur I fasted with the adults, not necessarily to atone for my sins, but to feel what it was to go without food, as many do each day. On Passover when the Haggadah commanded that we experience the story as if we ourselves were “brought forth from Egypt,” I thought seriously about what I would pack to escape slavery across the Red Sea. Even on Chanukah, of course I was excited by the gifts, but I also felt emboldened by the triumph of the Maccabees. So, the pressure—and sense of duty—I felt was as the keeper not just of my family’s stories, but of the entire Jewish history.


In a book I once read, a daughter of Holocaust survivors remarked, “It’s hard for me to drag their dead around with me all the time.” For better or worse, the dead are a constant presence inside my head, too. If I take a walk in Manhattan, I often think about the graves of Native Americans beneath my feet. If I read about Afghans desperate to flee the Taliban, I feel compelled to help them find a way out and offer up my home. My husband tells me I see the Holocaust in everything, and he’s not wrong. It’s not a peaceful or a comfortable way to live.


That’s why, long after Mollie was gone, and my cousin Lola, the survivor, too; long after I took possession of the forbidden book and placed it, unread, on my shelf; long after the photos of my prewar family were tucked away in a drawer; long after I had a family of my own, I realized I had to find some answers—to honor them and myself. No, I would not break my promise to my formidable aunt, whose powerful presence still lingered for me. Nobody says no to Mollie. But I would try to find out what specifically happened to my family in the war, especially Franya, whose images still enchanted and haunted me. I had some questions I needed answered, not just to exorcise the past that had plagued me since childhood, but also to determine how to face the future.


Even now, eighty years later, none of us know quite what to do in response to the Nazis’ legacy of hatred and mass murder. Do we steer clear of mentioning it at all, as my parents’ generation did in the immediate aftermath of the war, to preserve our children’s innocence? Or do we do the opposite? Do we devote time and energy to building genealogical trees and digging through archives for deportation and death records, so we can understand the horror in all its grisly particulars and pass that understanding on to others?


How are we supposed to remember, when remembering is so painful? And how are we supposed to forget, when forgetting is what we have promised ourselves never to do? The forbidden book itself seemed to embody that contradiction—for trying to remember and forget at the same time. Can there be a meaningful balance that dignifies the past while also allowing us to live our lives? Can we tell our children the truth without forcing them to live in fear? Can we keep a family heirloom while promising to remain ignorant of its contents? How much of what Mollie had told me was fact, and how much had she mythologized over time?


At the outset, I was not totally sure what I hoped to achieve, only that plunging into the past was something I had to do. I needed to know Franya’s fate: From what family secret had Mollie wanted to protect me? Why had she forbidden me, the memorial candle, to read Twenty-One and One?
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