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“In God I don’t believe. What I believe in is the Jewish people. Every Jewish baby born is a slap in Hitler’s face. A new baby to take the place of that bloody little mouse from my body that the women wrapped in newspaper and hid in the bottom of the garbage. They thought I didn’t know, but I knew. From my body they took a life, wrapped it in a Polish newspaper, and hid it with the eggshells and potato peels. They had no choice. I had no choice. But Ina, you have a choice. So choose right.”


FOR MY MOTHER

GUSSIE GOLDREICH

“…a woman of valor”


The author wishes to thank the Jerusalem Foundation and the staff of Mishkenot Sha’Ananim in Jerusalem, where much of Four Days was written.


THE SOLDIERS MARCHED toward them three abreast. Their booted legs thrust forward in perfect uniform beat, as though propelled by a secret rhythm audible only to them. It was a winter’s day, and the harsh northern sunlight, peculiar to that region of Poland, turned the pale crescents of hair that rimmed their metal helmets into silvery aureoles. The insignias and the buttons on their gray uniforms glinted, and the leather neck straps on the high-collared jackets were polished to a lustrous gleam. Their uniforms were pressed to perfection: the crease on each trouser leg was razor-sharp. Ina thought that if she were to touch the fabric it would slice her finger, but she would not care. Her body, she was certain, was emptied of blood. She clutched Batya’s hand and watched the marching men draw so close that she and her cousin shivered in their moving shadow.

The soldiers wore rifles slung over their shoulders, but they did not touch their weapons. They did not bother to glance at the two barefoot children who cringed before them but made no move to dash out of their shadowed path. They did not break step as they removed their gloves and let them fall to the ground. Their fingers were long and very white. (Always, in dream and memory, she saw their hands with perfect clarity—the pink circlets of flesh beneath the nails, the delicate creases of skin about the knuckles, the fatted cushions of palms that clapped politely at concerts and lustily in beer halls.) Deftly and swiftly now, they unbuttoned the narrow openings in the front of their pants. Their penises shot out erect, as though on command. The rigid lengths of muscle, purple with pulsating blood, quivered, throbbed. Still the soldiers moved forward, their even-featured, dead-eyed faces frozen, expressionless. Inches from the trembling children they halted.

Ina’s fingers dug into Batya’s shoulder.

“Don’t be afraid,” she hissed, and it was her mother’s voice, harsh and premonitory, that swirled from her mouth.

The soldiers halted. The small girls clutched each other and swayed dangerously in a vagrant arc of sunlight. Blue veins threaded their way across the swollen violet expanse of the penis of the soldier who stood in the middle. His lips were thinned with pain and tension.

“Fire!” (The order always emanated from a distance, and she could never tell who shouted it.)

The tiny slits of penis mouths parted, and tear-shaped silver bullets shot forth. The soldiers stood in place, small smiles of pleasure and relief rimming their mouths, as their ejaculations of death found their targets. Batya tottered and fell. Ina screamed and screamed again.

“Ina!”

Ray’s hand was gentle on her shoulder, his night breath sour against her face as he shook her awake. The window was open and she heard the shriek of an ambulance, the distant hum of a plane lowering itself for descent into Kennedy. The bathroom pipes gurgled gently. Somewhere in the building someone had used the toilet. She touched the smooth, sweet-smelling linen sheet, studied the luminescent numbers on her bedside clock. The terror broke. She was not in the courtyard of a Polish prison camp. She was home in her apartment overlooking Central Park.

She stretched her body out full length, pressed her hands deeply into her husband’s back. She was not a small girl. She was a grown woman. It had been a dream. No. The dream. Sweat streaked her body, and her lips were dry and cracked.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered into the darkness. “It was a dream.”

“I know.” His hand found hers, held it, pressed it to his lips.

“You’re trembling,” he said, and kissed her palm and then each finger. In this way, too, he comforted Rachel, their daughter, when the child was seized by a sudden and inexplicable fear.

“Yes. I’m sorry.” She apologized again for the legacy she had brought into their marriage.

Now, to reassure herself, she studied the room, checking off each familiar object. The mirror shimmered gently, a mercurial refraction in the night. If she rose now and looked into it, she would meet a woman’s face, full-featured and serious-eyed, not an urchin child’s terror-streaked visage, pale and skeletal.

Her bedside phone glowed like a shining coal in the darkness. She could reach out and dial a suburban number. Her cousin Batya, now Bette Goldman, mother of three, PTA vice-president, and ardent campaigner for consumer rights, would answer.

“That same nightmare?” Ray asked. His hands moved across her body with practiced skill. He cupped her breast in his palm, brushed his cheek against the nipple. It was tender to his touch, and she flinched, stiffened. She had never described the dream to him. She feared his terror and his pity. He would not offer an analysis—he was too careful and caring for that—but he would look at her with new sadness. It was from that sadness that she protected him. The exclusivity of her pain pierced and exalted her. She hoarded her dream, only sharing fragments of it with Dr. Eleanor Berenson during that quiet hour when afternoon melted into evening.

“Feeling better now?” Ray asked, and she knew from the glint of gold in his eyes and the huskiness of his voice that he wanted to make love, to banish her nocturnal fear with the force of his tenderness and his desire.

“I’m tired,” she replied. “So tired.” Her voice was a breathless whisper. Fatigue swept over her in a great wave. Her limbs felt strangely heavy.

“Go to sleep then.”

He caressed her shoulder, kissed her cheek, smoothed the blanket over her. She relaxed dreamily, wonderfully, beneath the ministration of his hands. She loved this sense of being cared for. This was how small girls should be treated—they should be cosseted, not threatened. Her eyes filled with tears for the frightened children of her dream. Ray turned over on his side and was asleep again, breathing rhythmically, an absent smile on his lips. But she lay awake in the darkness, one hand resting on the strange new fullness of her breast. Her fingers moved tentatively across the oddly tender flower of her nipple.

A small laugh rippled through the silence. The intercom that linked their children’s rooms with theirs wafted it toward them. Ray did not waken but smiled, as though the sound of his son’s laughter had pierced his rest. Some mysterious nocturnal merriment had visited the small boy, and sleeping Jeddy laughed. Once, she remembered, her brother Yedidiah, for whom Jeddy was named, had wakened in the night and, in a strong clear voice, had recited the alphabet. “A—B—C—” he had intoned cheerfully into the darkness, and upon reaching Z he had fallen silent, a smile of satisfaction brightening his sleep-swept face. When had that been? she wondered. In the forest, in the fanner’s cabin, in the transit camp? She could not remember, and she was newly irritated by the way her memories of that time came in swift flashes, often sparked by a trivial incident, an absurd thought.

She was fully awake now, and dates fluttered through her mind. It was April—late April. Warm breezes teased them with promises. The children plunged through drawers and closets in search of light shirts and blouses. She had menstruated last in early March. She remembered now waking in the early morning to the familiar slight cramp. Snow had fallen in great lacy drops outside her window, and tiny petals of blood flowered her sheet. Early March and now it was late April. She was three weeks late. She had never been late before, except for her pregnancies.

“No,” she said very softly into the darkness, “it can’t be.”

She closed her eyes then and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. But in the morning, while the children scurried about looking for their books, for vanished cardigans and missing compositions, and while Ray poured a second cup of coffee, she dialed Dr. Isaacs’s office and made an appointment.

“Just a routine examination,” she told the nurse, and went to help Rachel find her math book.

*

She thought about the dream again as she sat in the doctor’s waiting room later that afternoon. She had brought her briefcase because she remembered the many hours she had spent in this room during her pregnancies with Jeddy and Rachel. A three o’clock appointment often meant a consultation at four-thirty or five with constant reassurances from the self-important receptionist that there had been an emergency, an unscheduled appointment, an important consultation. The waiting women had all smiled understandingly at each other. The doctor’s lateness, his busy schedule, his inaccessibility, were all good signs. He was in demand because he was the best. They were in good hands.

Ina noticed that today the room was less crowded than it had been in previous years and that three of the four young women waiting were not noticeably pregnant. The abortion law had apparently altered the doctor’s practice if not his habits. The one pregnant woman sat in a corner near the window, and splashes of sunlight dappled the mound of her abdomen, loosely covered by a black linen maternity dress. She looked at Ina with great seriousness but did not smile. Ina opened her briefcase and took out a brochure a new computer firm had sent her, but she did not study the itemized description of the new machine. Her thoughts trembled instead back to the previous night and to the dream that had recurred now for the sixth—no—the seventh time.

“Why now?” she had asked Eleanor Berenson once, after recounting the dream to her. “All these years and no dreams, no nightmares.” (Only daytime terror, she had thought, but had not given voice to the words. Only sudden fears so intense as to be palpable. Only the sadness that drifted over her without warning, trapping her in a silvery spiderweb of her own misery. The strands of that flimsy snare were so finely woven that they could not be discerned. Friends and family, even Ray, were not aware that she felt herself imprisoned in gossamer melancholy. The misery was her secret, and sometimes she thought that if someone else penetrated it, a terrible fate would befall her.)

The analyst had shifted in her seat, lit another cigarette, and said very softly, “That is what we shall have to find out. Perhaps now at last you have the strength to dream.”

But they had not found out although weeks and months had passed. The dream vanished for long periods and then suddenly recurred. Tiny, isolated details became clear. In one dream Bette (Batya, she was called then) had been wearing half-leggings, bandages of fabric pieced together from discarded scraps. During that last fiercely cold winter in the camp, Shaindel, Ina’s mother, had fashioned such leggings for both girls, sewing them at night, the flimsy rags held close to her eyes in the dim light Her needle was a guarded treasure which she concealed beneath the board of her barracks bed. Ina remembered that the leggings had been stolen just before the liberation, and she had given her cousin one of her own so that each small girl had one leg protected against the biting cold. But in the dream Ina was bare-legged and Bette wore both the leggings. In another version of the dream one of the German soldiers had a button dangling loose from his impeccable jacket. It was that button that intrigued and amused the children. Ina had wakened from that dream smiling because she and Bette had to restrain themselves from giggling at the officer’s disarray as the silvery bullets of death spewed forth.

Carefully, with infinite patience, Eleanor Berenson tried to piece together any stimulus that might trigger the dream. Had Ina had a good day? Could she recall any incident, however small, that might have jarred her? Could she recall reading anything disturbing before going to bed? Diligently, Ina tried to remember. Her hands trembled and her body grew rigid. The fifty-minute hour stretched on interminably. Small orange lights flashed frantically on the doctor’s phone. Somewhere across the city another patient tried urgently to call, but Eleanor Berenson took no calls during a session.

“Everything was fine,” Ina always said at last, acknowledging defeat. “Just fine.”

And it was true. The dreams had begun when things were good, when a soft glow seemed to have settled over their lives. They had just bought the Amagansett house. (She had had the first dream the very first day she had worked in the garden. How good the earth had felt beneath her hands, how silken the young bulbs she would root in the soil that was their own.) Her computer business was finally running in the black, and the children were at good and easy ages. Ray had recently been named a department head, and he moved with new certainty and confidence. He was a man who had finally arrived at his destination. He smiled more easily (although with an elusive wistfulness), walked with a new swiftness, held out his strong arms for their son and daughter, and reached for her in the soft darkness with wild urgency. Why, then, should heavy-lidded, thin-lipped soldiers, wearing the uniforms of death that she had not seen for decades, suddenly haunt her nights? The question nagged her as she sat in the doctor’s waiting room where the sunlight fell in slats of gold across the worn green carpet.

“It’s because I’ve been too lucky,” she thought suddenly with frightening clarity. “They are catching up with me.” “They.” The denizens of death and despair, of mischance and misfortune, of faceless soldiers whose death’s head insignias glowed in the darkness. Almost it seemed, she could recall a face, but like an aborted bolt of lightning, the memory flashed and was gone.

The brightly colored computer brochure fell to the carpet and she. thought for a moment that she might have screamed because the other women in the room turned and stared at her, but it was because the nurse stood in the doorway repeating for the second time, “Mrs. Feldman? Aren’t you Mrs. Feldman? The doctor will see you now.”

Minutes later she lay stretched out on the examining table, the pale green paper robe tickling her shoulders, the steel stirrups cold against her feet. The doctor’s plastic-coated fingers moved skillfully within her body, and he talked softly, idly. He was indifferent to her outstretched body, submissive beneath his touch, and chatted as though he were at a cocktail party. They were having an early spring. His wife was so pleased. She would go up to their place in the Berkshires early. They were putting in a pool. Had Edie felt any discomfort when he did that? “Ina,” she said wearily. “My name is Ina.” He laughed. Her name was not important to him. Her annoyance amused him. His finger moved imperceptibly. Had her menstrual cycles until this month been regular? She was, after all, forty-one. At such an age changes sometimes occurred. Abruptly he slipped his hand out, plunged a long metal instrument in, clamped down, and removed it She shivered against the metallic coldness. He peeled off the flesh-colored plastic gloves, luminous now with her body’s mysterious moisture. His hands were very beautiful. He had long white fingers, beautifully manicured nails. She thought of the hands of the soldiers in her dream. Deftly he pulled down the paper gown and exposed her breasts. His fingers moved tenderly across them, climbing and resting. He palpated the flesh between thumb and forefinger, then squeezed hard, digging into the mammary gland, sliding his palm across the nipples still so tender that tears brimmed her eyes.

“Sorry,” he said absently, and continued to touch her right breast and then stroked her left one.

“Okay,” he said, and she thought she saw small satisfaction curl his mouth. “It’s still there. Not getting any bigger, but it’s still there.”

“Oh.” She had almost forgotten. Months ago, during her regular checkup, he had found a small lump in her left breast. His fingers had worried it briefly. He had sighed, and at the end of the examination he had returned to it and kneaded it gently between thumb and forefinger like a small child toying with a bit of clay.

“There is something there,” he had said, but there was no concern in his voice. “Probably nothing, but still you never can tell with these things. We should check it periodically. Make an appointment sometime next month.” But she had been busy. And he had after all said it was probably inconsequential. Sometimes she passed her finger across it, imitating his gesture, and thought to call him, but she had not. He himself had been so casual. Now he touched it yet again and frowned, as though annoyed. She felt oddly guilty. She had not meant to irritate him.

“It should come out,” he said. “There’s nothing to it Let’s get it out.”

He bent over the sink, washing his hands. She would report those hands to Eleanor Berenson. Had she ever noticed them before? She could not remember. It was, she supposed, what the analyst would call an unconscious association.

“But what about—am I?” She could not phrase the question, and she felt herself badly disadvantaged to be talking to him from a prone position, naked while he stood garbed in the immaculate white jacket, the uniform of his profession.

A buzzer rang in his consulting room.

“We’ll talk when you’re dressed,” he said, and hurried to answer the summons, leaving the examining room door slightly ajar so that she heard the sonorous bleat of his voice as he spoke into the phone. She closed the door and stood before the full-length mirror. Her fingers quickly found the small lump, but when she looked at her naked breast, she saw nothing, only the rose-white mound of flesh crested by the sleepy-eyed, earth-colored nipple. She felt oddly deceived but not surprised. The deepest malignancies were so carefully concealed. Desperate illness masqueraded as health. A lawyer friend of Ray’s died suddenly of a heart attack. He had been a florid, robust man who had always tossed the children high above his head when he visited them.

“We were so shocked,” Ina said to a mutual friend at the funeral.

“But Steve had congenital heart disease from childhood,” the friend replied. “Didn’t you know?”

A young programmer Ina had hired, a beautiful girl with hair the color of topaz and grass-green eyes, asked her for a six-month leave.

“It’s all right if you can’t give it to me,” the girl said, “but I have diabetes, and they’re afraid of my eye hemorrhaging. They’re going to do a corneal fluid transplant.” The girl’s eyes had glinted, betraying no sign of exploding vacuoles of blood, no warning veins of redness.

Once, Ina had sat beside a neighbor of Bette’s at a pool and watched her cousin cavort with her youngest child in the rippling blue water.

“It’s wonderful to see how happy Bette is with the children,” the friend (who quarreled endlessly with her own toddler) said. “I think only people who have had happy childhoods can be happy with their own children.”

Ina did not reply. She and Bette had shared the same childhood; they had shared hunger and terror and loneliness; they had shared tiny tricks of survival and strange antics of endearment. Now they shared memories. What Ina remembered of that time, Bette had forgotten. They traded. They had taught themselves how to laugh when they discovered that their masters liked the laughter of children. But happiness was not even a known word in their vocabularies. Still, Ina understood Bette’s neighbor. Her cousin was a tall, strong woman with an easy laugh and a surging, almost riotous joy in her children. The congenital, malignant misery of her childhood was masked by the hard-gained vigor of her maturity, just as their lawyer friend’s brief displays of strength had masked the weak valve through which life leaked from his body.

Ina dressed quickly now, applied makeup, straightened her skirt. She smiled at herself in the mirror. She did not look like a woman who awakened trembling in the night, pursued by ghostly soldiers marching through silvery sunlight like the others, like Bette and the bright-eyed programmer, she too was a skilled masquerader.

Dr. Isaacs leaned back in his leather chair, his eyes wandering from the folder on his desk to the intricate Persian prints that lined his walls. Finally, as though with an effort of will, he looked at the slender dark-haired woman who sat before him.

“What we know for sure,” he said, “is that the fibroma should come out. As far as the missed period—I can’t tell yet whether there is a pregnancy. It’s very possible, of course, but I don’t want to make a prediction. We’ll get the lab results on the urine sample soon enough. Now, when can I schedule you for a removal of the fibroma?” He moved his appointment book toward him, a leather volume, its lined pages thickly notated.

“I don’t know,” she said, and was surprised at the reedy quality of her own voice, the trembling uncertainty. “Can’t we wait until we have the test results?”

“I suppose so.” He closed his book. He was disappointed. He liked to have things set and settled.

“My nurse will call you when we get the lab report. You can decide then.”

“Yes,” she agreed, and felt a sense of relief as though she had been granted a reprieve. Gratefully, she stepped out onto a Fifth Avenue bright with sunlight, eager suddenly to reach her office where humming terminals offered her neatly spaced, correct answers.

The nurse called the next night. Ray spoke softly into the phone, and she half listened as she sat at the dining room table helping Jeddy with his math homework.

“You put the carrying number here,” she told the child.

“I see,” he shouted excitedly. “The answer is five, isn’t it, Mommy? Five!”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Thank you for calling,” Ray said into the phone. “Mrs. Feldman will be in touch with you.”

They talked about it when the children were asleep and they were alone in their bedroom.

“The test showed that you are pregnant,” he said. His tone was flat, and he did not look at her. She felt cheated because she could not read his eyes.

“What do we do?” she asked. Misery weighted her words, and her fingers stroked his hair. She had been right after all. They had been too lucky for too long.

“I don’t know,” he said, and she was angered. Surely he knew. They both knew.

What choices, after all, were open to them? They had reached a time of life where decisions had been made and courses set. They had charted their route carefully, made orderly, organized decisions. When her business prospered, they had bought the Amagansett house. Much of her income went for the small luxuries. But even without economic considerations (and she felt briefly shamed that they had occurred to her so rapidly), their lives were set She wanted no changes. On the street below, a rock was tossed at a streetlight. Slivers of glass slid by their windows and streaked down like rapidly propelled tears.

They were lying across the bed and he moved closer toward her, cupped her head in his hands, breathed softly against her neck—true and tried tricks of protection and affection that this time did not work. She stiffened beside him, moved her head away. Her long hair escaped the bun and streamed across the pillow.

“I’ll have an abortion, of course,” she said.

Her answer was as flat as his had been, and yet the words had a dark tumescence of their own and settled weightily upon her. He shifted his position, and she felt his hands and feet deathly cold against her, but he did not answer. They fell asleep not talking, fingertips touching, shrouded in a strange, ineffable misery. It occurred to her as she lay there that surely the dream would come that night, in punishment or in penance, but her sleep was wonderfully dreamless.

“How do you feel?” he asked her in the morning.

“Fine.” Her voice was too light, her smile was too quick.

When she reached her office, she neither checked her mail nor glanced at her messages but reached at once for the phone and called Dr. Isaacs’s office. The nurse was quick to understand, efficient at scheduling.

“Suppose I book you into Mount Lebanon. You can have the fibroma removed first, convalesce for a day or so, and then have the abortion. The whole thing shouldn’t take more than four days.”

Ina was grateful for her matter-of-factness, her cool cadence.

“Yes. Fine.”

She noted the date on her calendar, and a nodule of grief settled in her throat. Her chest was constricted. She hung up and reached for a folder. Her work went quickly that day. Columns of numbers absorbed her. Phones rang. The computer terminal in the large outside office tapped almost soundlessly. By mid-afternoon she was calm, almost anesthetized. That afternoon she stopped at a new dessert shop and bought strawberry tarts for dinner.


First Day

ONE WEEK LATER (the efficient nurse had been swift in her scheduling), Ina and Ray drove across the park in the sleepy stillness of the spring afternoon and watched the newly green trees arch tremblingly upward to the gold-flecked, nacreous sky. They felt themselves tourists in their own city: the hour and their destination were both so foreign to their regular work-bound schedules that the park they knew so well seemed transformed into an unfamiliar terrain which they observed as visitors. At this hour of the day the shaded walkways and battered benches were occupied by nurses and young mothers who rocked shining carriages and were ruled over by fierce toddlers in brightly colored overalls who plucked at tufts of struggling rough city grass and hurtled their small bodies at slides and jungle gyms.

Ray slowed to a halt to allow a heavy black woman, her body bulging within a yellowing uniform, to maneuver herself and a gleaming red tricycle across the street while clutching the hand of a boy with milk-white hair who wept with weary dispassion. Why was he crying? Ina wondered, and she knew that if she had seen the child on the Hampstead Heath or in the Tuileries, she would think of him always when she remembered those parks. But he was a child of her own city, and so the mystery of his small grief lacked drama; it could be likened too easily to the tears and tantrums of her children so newly graduated from their tricycles to small English bicycles that matched hers and Ray’s.

“Poor kid,” Ray said, but she did not answer because her sympathy at that moment had leaped toward the black woman who bent to wipe the child’s eyes and, stooping, had revealed a gaping tear beneath the arm of her uniform through which a tangled mass of gray hair jutted.

They crossed onto Fifth Avenue. He would cruise for a while, and if no space turned up, he would head for the municipal parking lot a few blocks north. They were, after all, shrewd city dwellers, canny about one-way streets, defective meters, two-hour parking zones. The city held few surprises for them. Besides, they knew this area particularly well: both their children had been born in this hospital, in the wing carved out of earth-colored concrete blocks that glowed pinkly in the sunlight, its long walk shadowed by the bright blue canopy that proclaimed its name in white cursive script. The Nerenstein Pavilion, named for a man who had contributed money rather than children to the world and plucked his posterity from a building where other men’s infants would be born or lost.

Their own children, Jeddy and Rachel, had in fact been delivered there by Dr. Isaacs, who, bored, detached, but always superbly confident, would enter her room within a short while and turn not to Ina but to her chart. Although he had seen her only a week before, he would not remember her name.

Sitting in the car while Ray struggled to fit into a too-small space on Eighty-ninth, she anticipated the doctor’s entry. His coat would hang capelike from his shoulders in a theatrical gesture, and his opening lines were always the same, whether she waited for him in his examining room, her legs straddling the table stirrups for a Pap smear, her breasts exposed for exploration, manipulation; or whether she struggled in the labor room, her body writhing, her cervix dilated, as her children edged their way from her womb into the world.

“Hello there, Anne” (or Edna or Elaine—always handing her a misnomer that began with a vowel but never her own name), “what have we here today?”

His eyes would rake the clipboard as though he were a diner examining an elaborate menu. Would the plat du jour be a hysterectomy with complications, a simple curettage, the birth of twins, or a normal delivery? Ah yes, our Caesarean sections are excellent today, and the anesthesiologist is featuring a new local especially prepared in France—an excellent year.

Still, Isaacs was a good doctor and he had mellowed. During her examination last week he had even made small talk. And the hospital was the finest in the city. She had researched that in years past, in the days of her first pregnancy, when such subjects fascinated and obsessed her—when she kept anthropological studies of breast feeding and The Magic Years on her bedside table. At countless cocktail parties she had argued the virtues of Mount Lebanon and the Nerenstein Pavilion with other young women who wore softly flowing maternity dresses and pushed the advantage of Lenox Hill (a central location—a staff composed almost entirely of diplomates), New York Hospital (a fantastic rooming-in program), and small neighborhood clinics whose nurse-midwives attended consciousness-raising groups and greeted their patients at the supermarket (a personal birthing—free of antiseptic and institutionalization). Ina, however, had been unwavering. Mount Lebanon had the park, an entire neonatal floor, and the coolly superior Dr. Isaacs, whose green-plastic-coated hands had been the first to hold the tiny glistening bundles of screaming pink flesh that had been Rachel and then Jeddy, saying calmly, without surprise, at each delivery, “It’s a girl—it’s a boy,” his tone exuding the confidence of prescience.

“We’re not going to get a spot,” Ray said. “Let me drop you at the entrance.”

He shifted into reverse, and she took up her case and got out of the car, waving jauntily, carelessly, aware suddenly that her hands were sweating and her heart was beating too fast. She stood hesitantly on the sidewalk for a moment, then marched up the high stone steps, looking back for a moment, noticing how the spring sunshine danced wildly about the street and came to rest, neatly slashing Fifth Avenue in half with a liquid bar of broad bright gold.

It was dark inside the high-vaulted reception area, and Ina squinted, adjusting her eyes to the sudden dimness. She sniffed in the hospital odor of a pine-scented air spray, which mingled sickeningly with an ammoniated disinfectant A small dark man in a soiled green overall moved a mop slowly across the tiled floor. When he lifted it to wring it out gripping it in his slender fingers with sudden energy, sudden strength, the water that he wrung from it was tinged with pink, and Ina knew that it was blood he was mopping up. Perhaps, in that pail of soapy water, a clump of pink detritus floated, a shapeless embryo like the one that had dropped from her own body into the toilet bowl so many years ago. That had been before Rachel. One minute she had been pregnant, moving slowly, cautiously, taking iron, and drinking milk. Then, a tiny, teasing cramp and she was no longer pregnant but bereft, weeping, staring at the ball of pink plasma and rushing to the phone to call Ray out of a conference.

How calm he had been—home within the hour, his arms around her, talking quietly to Dr. Isaacs on the phone while she sobbed softly into the pillow. He and the obstetrician were two men in control of the situation, in control of her, at ease with explanations, predictions.

“Not uncommon,” the doctor had said of her spontaneous abortion, her miscarriage, and Ray had repeated it, as though the words were talismans—a secret mantra of reassurance.

“Not uncommon.” The doctor’s verbal placebo, well learned in Bedside Manner 1A and dredged out again and again. “Not uncommon” another doctor had assured her when Rachel ran a fever of 105 with the chicken pox. “Not uncommon” had been Jeddy’s minor hernia and the sudden temperature that had sent them dashing to the hospital, careening wildly through the sleeping city. “Not uncommon” was the mess on the hospital floor, and “not uncommon” too was the “procedure” she would (perhaps) undergo in a few days’ time.

A “procedure” Dr. Isaacs called it, but still Ina thought of twisted coat hangers and bare kitchen tables and the girl a year ahead of her in college who had died in the back room of a Framingham pharmacy. Eda had been the girl’s name, so like Ina’s own that they were often confused, and there were some who thought it was Ina who had died. It was perhaps a “procedure,” but it was also an abortion, and if it was not “uncommon,” perhaps it should be. The thought surprised her, and she shrugged free of it as the small man cut a final swath with his mop and the floor gleamed slickly in the dimness. Pleased with his work, he smiled, showing the shining gold fillings of his incisors, and he waved in passing to the woman in the small glass-enclosed office. She was on the telephone and did not look up.

Ina, clutching her suitcase and feeling its heavy pull (she should not, after all, have packed the programs but allowed Ray to bring them later as he suggested), moved toward the office that was marked “Admissions.” The door was locked. She was reminded of the motel they and the children had stayed at in Alexandria, where the proprietor had sealed himself within a Plexiglas cage and spoke to them through a tube. He had slid her bill and brochures through a small slot that snapped swiftly shut. But there had, after all, been cash in the man’s office and bottles of liquor and a small color television set perennially tuned to game shows in which all the contestants had purplish complexions and the quiz masters glowed in orange jack-o’-lantern skins. What was the admitting clerk of a hospital protecting? Records of early childhood diseases? Pathologists’ reports? Blue Cross forms? Ina shifted her case to her other hand and tapped on the door.

The clerk swiveled about in her seat, stared into her telephone as though the knock had come from its depths, and then tinned to the glass partition. She waved Ina to a row of leather chairs to the left of the office and continued- talking. She was a small, sharp-faced woman whose black hair was trained to rise in lacquered peaks about her forehead, and when she switched the phone from one hand to another as she searched through the papers on her desk, the tiny charms on her heavy gold bracelet skittered angrily.

Ina obediently took the seat and placed the suitcase next to her, resting her leg against it—an old and early habit that would not be unlearned. Her children left their valises in the corridors of trains, in the middle of hotel rooms, in front of reception desks. Ray set his down casually, indifferently. None had ever been lost. But she placed hers always in sight at the bottom of luggage racks, in touching distance between pieces of furniture or hidden in small crevices. What could not be seen could not be examined, appropriated. She was the daughter of many journeys and understood too well examinations, appropriations.

Holding a valise and approaching an official (even a petty hospital clerk with sprayed hair and nylon smock) made her feel vulnerable, uncertain—rocketed her back to the wandering days of her childhood. It did not matter that her Vuitton case (bought jointly by Ray and the children as a fortieth-birthday present) was hardly the crushed cardboard suitcase she had last seen hurled into her aunt’s garbage pail the day they arrived in America. Her aunt had been afraid of lice, and it had been a real fear. But still Ina wished that she had managed to salvage that case, to salvage something that would prove to her that those years, after all, had been real and not some surrealistic nightmare of terror and evil—that they had happened and happened to her.

“Do you believe it happened?” her cousin Bette had asked her last summer as they sat on the terrace of Bette’s Stamford house watching their children cavort in the long rectangular pool.

Bette was two years older than Ina. They had been children together in the camp, and now, together again, they were prosperous, successful young mothers wearing bright bikinis and hooded caftans. Ina had not answered. Sometimes she believed it and sometimes not. But if she had kept that suitcase (it had been yellow with a dark stripe going up one side and encrusted with pocks of grime), she would have absolute proof that it had happened and happened to her. Those laughing, sunburned children—Jeddy and Rachel—her children—their golden arms outstretched, claiming the sunlight and the water, claiming the world, would not disprove it.

The seat next to Ina’s was taken by a very beautiful young black woman who carried a patent-leather hatbox. She smiled brilliantly, apologetically, as her arm brushed Ina’s and opened a fashion magazine. Her own photograph stared up at them. She was modeling a lemon-yellow evening gown, and her hair was twisted into a thick knot at the top of her head. She turned the page quickly, throwing Ina an embarrassed glance. She had not meant to show herself.

The front door opened, and a pale, heavily pregnant girl came in, her elbow held by an even paler young man who seemed to propel her as Rachel had propelled her battery-operated doll. He held a plaid suitcase and a pale tongue of blue nylon licked at the zipper’s teeth. There was no wait for this couple. The locked office door flew open, a buzzer sounded, and two nurses—one pushing a wheelchair—flew down the hall. The girl slid into the chair, clutched her husband’s arm briefly, and then looked away, her hand on her heaving abdomen, surrendering to her pain. He, in turn, disappeared into the office. The girl moaned as the nurses hurried her chair past Ina.

“You’ll be fine. You’ll be fine,” the nurse assured her, and winked at Ina, inviting her into a bittersweet complicity, a woman’s pact for and against pain. They disappeared into the waiting elevator just as the office door opened. The young man stood there, holding the valise and a Blue Cross card. He wore the dazed look of an abandoned child.

“Third-floor waiting room,” the woman in the office called after him.

“Thanks. Thanks very much.” His face brightened as though he had been offered a rare secret, and he too hurried into an elevator.

“Next!” the woman called harshly, imperiously. The office door stood open, and Ina heard the impatient jingle of her charms.

She took up her suitcase and entered timorously, betrayed by it. The admissions clerk would know that it contained nightgown, bathrobe, slippers, toilet articles—the accessories of invalidism, of passive surrender to uncaring professionals. When the clerk left to go home, shedding her nylon smock, Ina would be extending her hand at a technician’s demand, shuffling to the bathroom in paper slippers to produce a urine specimen, exposing her breast to a resident’s incurious eyes and nervous, probing fingers.

“I’m Ina Feldman,” Ina said. “Your office called and said they had my bed ready. My husband is parking,” she added too swiftly. It was ridiculous but still important to her that this woman know that she had a husband, that she was protected, that her watch was of real gold and the Wedgwood pin on her scarf had been bought during a holiday in England. But the clerk did not care. She was interested only in the admission form which she extended to Ina.

“Fill it out in triplicate,” she said. “Don’t shift the carbons. And make sure your Blue Cross number is accurate.”

She turned to answer the phone, which rang in three short rings followed by one long one, as though in tintinnabulary code. Ina turned to the forms, pleased to see blank spaces waiting. Easily, contentedly, she lifted her pen and began:

Last Name: Feldman

Maiden Name: Cherne

First Name: Ina

Middle Name: None

Parents’ Names (in full): Norman and Shirley Cherne

How much more economic were these American names, Ina thought, but still wrote them slowly, pressing hard on the ball-point pen as though to offer silent tribute to the pale, thin ghosts who had been Nachum and Shaindel Czernowitz when they arrived in New York Harbor over three decades earlier. Nachum Czernowitz had weighed a bare one hundred pounds, and his height was cut by the odd stoop he had assumed sometime in 1941. It was not an unfamiliar posture among concentration camp survivors. Those who stooped thought themselves more inconspicuous and thus in less danger of attracting notice in lineups or “actions.” Their slouches were a disguise against death. Nachum Czernowitz had spoken softly, hesitantly, and his laugh was a rusty rasp that began in the back of his throat. Norman Cherne was a hefty, red-faced man who played golf twice a week, laughed heartily, and spoke so loudly and swiftly that the English language, his adopted tongue badly learned, tumbled out in clumsy clumps of words that made him laugh yet again.

Shaindel Czernowitz had been a frail, sad-eyed woman whose long fingers trembled with each small gesture and flew upward, almost involuntarily, to touch her head. She had had typhus in the camp, and her hair had fallen out. It would grow again, she had been told by the young American doctor who visited her in the camp hospital. He had been a nice man who bewildered her with his concern, hovering over her bed like the father of a cruelly injured child who can offer only pellets of sweet reassurance. She had believed him and worried the fine new tendrils and stroked the fuzz that had begun to grow about her pale pink scalp. Her parents, her brother and sister, her small son Yedidiah—all were dead.

Her father had died in a cattle car. Perhaps of exhaustion, perhaps of starvation, perhaps of a heart attack. It was not important. His body had been heaved out and piled on a heap of corpses that a Polish peasant dutifully trundled off on a wheelbarrow. Wild flowers grew with fierce and lustrous beauty across the meadowlands of Poland, where the decaying bones and flesh of so many Jews added richness to the soil.

Her mother, still clutching the small valise absurdly filled with embroidered panties and camisoles, had not survived the first selection. She had been a delicate woman, and the selecting officer had not even hesitated. “To the left,” he had said. “To the showers.” Peshi, her sister, had survived the selection but surrendered to despair.

And Yedidiah, the large-eyed, double-jointed boy, had caught a fever. Shaindel had nursed him with single-minded determination. They were in a transit camp then, and small boys were allowed to stay with their mothers if they did not make trouble. Yedidiah did not make trouble. He lay there silently, his large eyes glittering with a brilliance that frightened her. She begged an aspirin from one woman, and another gave her a vial of costly perfume to rub across his brow. “The alcohol will cool him,” she said, and dabbed a single drop behind her own ear, although she stank of sweat and dirt streaked her body with ribbons of darkness. Once, she had worn organdy dresses and smelled of lilacs.

Shaindel saved her own drinking water to cool the boy, holding him beneath the arms that were light as chicken wings when she lifted them. She gave her tiny diamond earrings to a guard in exchange for three oranges. When Yedidiah had sucked the juice, she begged him to eat the pulp, and when the pulp was gone, she fed him slivers of rind sweetened with bits of sugar offered by a tall gaunt woman.

“He’ll be all right,” Ina whispered to her. The small girl comforted her, reassured her. The war had reversed everything. Little girls became mothers, and mothers, who should be powerful, omnipotent, were frightened and helpless.

The fever broke. The dangerous, jewellike brightness vanished from his eyes. He said that he was hungry. He said that Ina had taken his toy—an old sock that one of the women had stuffed with grass. Ina gave it to him. The women rejoiced and offered him bits of their own food, treasures carefully hoarded—a lump of sugar, a hard candy, a peppermint. They had saved him by joint effort, by sharing and caring. They felt triumphant, and they were briefly, secretly, contemptuous of their guards.

Shaindel had not slept during the three nights of his fever. That night he drank a cup of weak tea and smiled and demonstrated for all how he could bend his fingers backward so that his small hand looked like a whimsical insect. They laughed and Shaindel fell asleep.

She slept through the night, and when she awakened, she turned, smiling, to tell him that she had dreamed of the apple orchard near her parents’ home. He had loved to climb those stunted trees, to pelt his amused parents with unripe fruit and brittle branches.

“Yedidiah,” she said, but she had known at once that he did not, could not, hear her. His small body lay inert. The pale veil of death was stretched across his face. His large eyes were open. Gently, she pulled the lids down. His long lashes were like strands of silk between her fingers. One tiny hair clung to her finger, and she blew it away but made no wish. Her boy was dead. She had relaxed her vigilance. She had slept and he had died. She moaned softly. Terrible things had happened to her, things she could not speak of. She had been orphaned and children had been lost to her. Yet afterwards, after the war, at terror’s end, she spoke of only one loss—her hair.

Would it really grow again in all its thickness and color? She had, after all, had the most beautiful hair in her village—thick chestnut curls—and she had never cut it. Would it grow again?

It had grown in, thick and bright. Shirley Cherne’s chignon was streaked with silver now, and she combed it with great care each morning and crowned it with wonderful hats of shimmering feathers and softest suede. She bought her fine winter tweeds and her double-weave cotton knits in the designer shop at Saks, and the seamstresses in the fitting room spoke approvingly of her figure. Some women her age were too heavy, and some worked so hard at keeping their figures that they ended up dried and skinny in the wrong places. But Shirley Cherne was perfectly and comfortably rounded. And she was a lady. She was European, of course, and that made a difference.

Ina’s ball-point pen moved on, ever vigilant of the carbons in triplicate.

Place of Birth: Poland

Date of Birth: November 20, 1938

Should she perhaps add to the date Krystallnact—as those who were born on December 25 sometimes playfully added “Christmas—Joy to the World!”? Krystallnacht—“Sorrow to the Jews!” Idiot. Why was she doing this? A new excursion into masochism unique to this day, a punishment for an act still uncommitted. Did she then, on some mysterious level, see abortion as a crime? Her analyst, sweet-voiced Dr. Eleanor Berenson, would be annoyed, disappointed.

“When you understand why you have set a destructive mechanism into operation, doesn’t it make sense to stop it?”

Dr. Berenson’s voice echoed in memory; the lessons learned in that dimly lit office scarred the heart and triggered the mind to belt back retort and reaction. Ina sat up straighter. Certainly she would stop it. Swiftly she completed the rest of the form, offering to the hospital computer bank the information that she was the mother of two children, Rachel eleven and Jeddy eight, born by normal delivery in this very hospital, that she had had pneumonia at sixteen, that she was a computer scientist and her husband Raymond (age forty-two) a lawyer. Carefully she copied out her Blue Cross number and added the code of her major medical insurance.

Reason for Admission:

How clever they were to save this (the best?) for last, but she too was clever and skilled at words. The reason was “gynecological,” she wrote, exerting so little pressure on the pen that the pale blue letters were skeletal.

She passed the form over to the clerk, who read it with the abstracted gaze of a harried schoolteacher, going over those words written too lightly. At the word gynecological she paused.

“We’ll need more than that,” she said, frowning.

“Check with Dr. Isaacs,” Ina replied. She was beginning to form an intense dislike for this officious bureaucrat with her jangling charm bracelet and her lacquered horns. (A waste of emotion, Dr. Eleanor Berenson would say wearily, wisely, and Ina agreed and struggled to assimilate dislike into contempt, indifference, but could not.)

“Surely you know what you’re being admitted for?”

Ina shrugged.

“Minor breast surgery. The removal of a fibroma.”

“And?”

“And an abortion. A therapeutic abortion.” How harsh the word was. They should find another, not so rooted in ugly imagery, a word that did not conjure up rusted coat hangers and bare mattresses.

The clerk smiled, satisfied. She made a quick notation on the form.

“Okay. Just wait outside and someone from five will be down to take you to your room. Next!”

The beautiful black girl brushed past Ina in the narrow doorway, but now she did not smile. She had left her fashion magazine on the seat, and Ina took it up and studied a photo of three blond young men clustered about a tiny Chinese model in a burgundy evening gown.

“Mrs. Feldman?” The blonde woman in a striped smock with a large pin that said “Volunteer” (the “o” forming a happy face) smiled encouragingly at her. “Shall we go upstairs? Your room is ready.”

*

Room 502 overlooked the park, and Ina smiled her approval at the diligent volunteer who whisked about importantly, showing her the bathroom and the small storage cabinet, the closet where Ina’s roommate, unseen behind a white screen, had hung her clothes. The garments dangled there like neglected scarecrows in an untilled field. There was only a long-sleeved blue maternity dress and a conventional shirtwaist—one worn on her arrival and one ready for her departure. Ina herself, usually so well organized, had never shown such foresight, and before she left Mount Lebanon when Rachel and Jeddy were born, Dot, Ray’s sister, had had to scurry around searching out undergarments and clothing. It occurred to her that she might have done that on purpose, courting Dot’s concern, her mothering—perhaps seeking out the mothering that Shaindel Czernowitz in Poland had been too ill and desperate to offer, and that Shirley Cherne in America had been too busy and exhausted to bother with.

Shirley had had her reasons, of course. There was, after all, a business to be built, money to be earned, a life to be pasted together again, a new language to master. Leave it alone; don’t read too much into small things, Ina told herself, and evoked Eleanor Berenson’s soft voice, imagined even the snap of a match as the analyst bent to light a cigarette. Such advice, so simple, so obvious, was always followed by a cigarette, as though the veil of smoke added somehow to the transparency of the insight.

Ina looked at the maternity dress again.

“I thought,” she said to the volunteer, “that Dr. Isaacs requested that I not be placed on a maternity floor.”

She spoke softly. From behind the screen had come a small sleep-strangled cry and then the rhythmic breathing of a drugged and heavy slumber.

“This is not a maternity floor,” the volunteer replied. “The woman in that bed has a special situation.”

She paused and stared at Ina, inviting her curiosity, her questions. Ina recognized the look. She had known a girl at college, a corridor gossip, who extended the first strand of a story—almost always a malicious tale—and waited for the pull of questions before unreeling her ugly skein of innuendoes, inch by inch. Now, as then, Ina refused to rise to the bait.

“They’ll tell my husband at Reception where I am?”

“Yes, of course.” The volunteer was disappointed. “Well, I hope I’ll see you again before you leave. I come by with the hospitality cart. Don’t worry. I’m sure everything will go well.”

She hesitated, waiting for Ina’s confidences, uncertainties. When none came, she added, “The nurse will be in in a few minutes.”

“Yes,” Ina said. “Thank you.”

The door was left open, and a woman’s sobs trailed down the hallway. A buzzer sounded and footsteps hurried toward its summons, women’s voices murmured and a man’s was raised in brief anger; a sudden quiet came, pierced only by the ringing of a phone quickly answered. Ina closed the door.

She slipped off her shoes and moved, in stockinged feet, to the mirror over the washstand. She studied herself carefully as she always did when she entered a new environment. In the mirrors of hotel rooms, in the bathrooms of strange homes and offices, she stared hard at herself, registering her own image. She gazed with great concentration into her own gray-blue eyes, passed uneasy fingers on her dark hair pulled smoothly back and twisted into a loose knot. She adjusted her blouse over the soft slope of her breasts and sniffed her fingers. She was, even in such strange new rooms, still Ina Cherne (Czernowitz) Feldman and safe within that name, behind that face.

Satisfied, she unpacked her valise, placing the programs in their stiff file folders, the soft-backed Ngaio Marsh, the worn copy of Great English Short Stories on the bedside table. Her identity was established. The bed belonged to Ina Feldman, computer professional and thoughtful reader.

She slipped into her apricot nightgown and matching robe and hung her street clothes in the closet, careful to place them as far as possible from the forlorn garments that already hung there. Her toilet articles went into the drawer, and she put the valise into a corner of the closet, glad to be rid of it, acknowledging wryly, hopelessly, that it was time she overcame such an aversion. Soon, she assured herself, and thought that Eleanor Berenson would be proud of her.

She was in bed, turning the pages of the program, searching out the bug that prevented it from running accurately, when the Chinese nurse came in. Smiling and nodding, she affixed the plastic bracelet to Ina’s wrist. 

“They should have done this in Admitting. She is careless, that one.”

Ina agreed, glad to have a grudge against the thin woman with the overladen charm bracelet But she was glad, too, of her negligence. She would not have wanted to submit to that woman’s officious, abrupt gesture, to extend her wrist to a hostile hand to be numbered and taped. She thought of the patch of skin grafted onto her mother’s arm, covering the small blue numbers that had marched up the pink flesh, tattooed there on the day of their arrival in the camp when a Kapo had told Shaindel Czernowitz to thrust her arm out and hold it stiff. They had been short of ink that day and did not bother with the children.

Ina’s own arm now was smooth and golden with an early spring suntan because they had already spent two weekends at their house in Amagansett, planting the seedlings of their annuals. They would have marigolds this year and pansies and small beds of varicolored impatiens. She forced herself to think of the flowers now, to forget the numbers—an emotional exercise practiced on Dr. Berenson’s tweed couch. Would the analyst charge her for the hours she missed during her hospital stay? Probably. She should have, perhaps, discussed the abortion with Eleanor Berenson. She had not even discussed the breast surgery with her. There had been no occasion to discuss them, Ina decided, absolving herself, and she turned to smile at the little nurse.

“I am Susan Li,” the nurse confided. “If you need me, the buzzer is right on the table.” She spoke very softly and glanced over at the screened-off bed. “Mrs. Gottlieb still sleeps. That is good.”

Ina nodded, glad to enter into a complicity of concern over a sleeping woman. Silently, balanced on her rubber-soled shoes, Susan Li slid out of the room and softly closed the door behind her. Ina turned back to the program, pulling the sleeve of her robe over the hospital bracelet.

Her next visitor was Dr. Isaacs’s resident, a tall, fair-haired young man whose pale eyes were obscured by very thick glasses. His white jacket, sizes too wide for him, hung loosely about his shoulders, and his stethoscope was entangled in his tie. He was, Ina thought, proof positive of time passing, of her ascent (or decline) into middle age. At her first gynecological examination during her freshman year, the resident at the student clinic had been some years older than she and had adopted an avuncular manner and delivered a brief lecture on the emotional and physical hazards of premarital intercourse. The resident who had attended her during her labor with Rachel had been about her age and had been an undergraduate with Ray. There had been a generational conviviality to his examination. His wife too was having her first child, and they too had bought their crib at a small Danish shop. This they discussed through her panting and his cries of “one finger dilated—two fingers dilated!”—because he wanted to be absolutely certain she was ready before he called Dr. Isaacs. He was a careful prince who would not disturb his king unnecessarily. At Jeddy’s birth the examining resident had been some years her junior, and now the young doctor who stood before her was yet another generation removed. The war that involved him had been fought in Southeast Asia. The bastions of her childhood were vague history to him.

She had been a bride when he was just entering high school. He wore no wedding band, and the folder in his hand trembled slightly when he approached her. She wondered if he were still a virgin. Perhaps he had enough of women and their lubricated interiors during the day and reserved his evenings for solitary reading and the preparation of gourmet meals.

“I’m Dr. Akins, Mrs. Friedman,” he said. “Dr. Isaacs had a very busy schedule today—emergency surgery just now—and he asked me to take care of the preliminary examination.” He glanced at the folder he held and then back at her.

“Feldman,” she corrected him. “I’m Mrs. Feldman.” It was important in institutional settings to get names right. Enough individuality was lost without a name disappearing as well. On that she was something of an expert.

“Sorry. Mrs. Feldman.”

He smiled apologetically, and she saw that he had the clumsy charm that would gain him a prosperous practice of middle-aged women. He would remain boyish into old age, and his surgical jackets would never fit him properly.

“Now, it’s only the breast thing we’re interested in today. The left breast, right?”

“Right.”

“If I could just have a look. Can you slide the straps down, or do you have to remove the gown?”

Woman-wise, she had selected the nightgown because the straps moved easily, and she shifted them now, sitting straight up so that her left breast was exposed and shone with golden opacity in the harsh light of her bedside lamp. The rosy nipple was taut and tender and throbbed dully. Dr. Akins’s fingers were strong and certain as he probed the breast, skillfully kneading the mammary gland which would (perhaps) not again produce milk for a suckling infant, and searching out the minuscule lump of fibers cohering beneath the nipple.

“I see,” he said. “Very small but still, it’s wise to have it removed. They’ll do a frozen scan immediately.”

“A frozen scan? Dr. Isaacs assured me that there was no chance of a malignancy.” She tried to keep her voice even, but a thread of terror tickled her throat, tightened around her heart.

“Oh, I should think probably not,” he agreed cheerfully, “but still we want to be sure, don’t we?” He had, she thought, lingered over the word probably.

“I thought we were sure,” she answered sourly, but he was not listening, absorbed in marking her chart.

“And in two days’ time you’ll have the abortion.”

All her secrets were spread before him in that folder. Did he know that she and Ray had made love that morning in the silver light of beginning dawn? That knowledge too would be available to him if he asked or examined.

The blithe certainty in his tone irritated her. He was too young to speak so casually about her body’s secrets, too young to check life and death off on his chart with a ball-point pen. Not that it was really life, she reminded herself, remembering the lectures she had gone to, the discussion groups she had attended. A woman gynecologist, wearing a safari suit, had told the assembled women that a beginning fetus—a zygote (even the biological terms were devoid of human association)—was no more imbued with life than the unfertilized ovum. The lecturer had tossed her luxuriant golden hair as though to emphasize her point. “We now pinpoint death from the time we discern brain death—a brain-dead person is no longer alive. The beginning fetus has no brain capacity. Doesn’t it follow then that it is not alive?”

Still, Ina remembered that she had always thought of her children, from the moment she knew she was pregnant, as seedlings of life. She ascribed an intelligence to them, personality, hope, and fear. Life was not so easily shunted aside. I choose this one to live and this one to die. I send this one to work and this one to the gas shower. I choose this one to be born and that one to be suctioned, cut, taken from the womb. She knew the parallel to be erroneous, but it persisted. Her palms grew damp, and she felt the beginning of a headache, a dull throbbing at the back of her head.

“We’re not definite on the abortion,” she said at last, and thought that it was only the second time that she had used the word that day.

Dr. Akins did not care. His pen flew over the chart. Why had she said that? she wondered, leaning back. She had no doubt, no uncertainty. It was the statement of a spiteful child protesting that he would not do something that he knew he would eventually have to do. Just as the child must know that the homework will have to be done and the dental appointment kept, she too knew that she would do what she had to do. Had to? The question teased her, and she turned from it back to the doctor, who was issuing directives, instructions.

“Dr. Isaacs will operate at eight sharp. Please don’t eat or drink anything after eight tonight. Eight-thirty the latest. Do you have any questions?”

He smiled appealingly at her, and she observed that his fingers, so firm and steady across gland and flesh, moved nervously otherwise.

“No questions,” she said, and smiled. It was not his fault, after all, that he was a technician of the body, a skilled manipulator of muscle and flesh. They each had their work, and as he left the room, she turned gratefully back to hers.

She had finished the section and was beginning to understand the problem when Ray came into the room carrying a spray of yellow roses and a box of Barton’s candy.

“Assorted nuts, I hope,” she said, putting her work aside.

She was as pleased to see him, as excited by his sheer presence, as she was when she returned from a midweek business trip to another city. Perhaps entering the hospital even for minor surgery did mean the crossing of borders, entry into a new land, hazardous separation. She put her arms around his neck and kissed him, pressing herself against him, tenderly washing his tongue with her own.

“Hey, come on. I was just parking the car.” He laughed nervously and glanced over at the screened-off bed.

“She’s sleeping,” Ina said softly, and pulled the wrapper off the box of candy.

Passion had deserted her. They had, after all, made love that morning, arching urgently toward each other in the pale, metallic predawn light and willing themselves to climax quickly, excitedly, nervous that the children would awaken, but their energies peaked by that nervousness. Like excited guilty lovers arranging clandestine meetings, they stole their morning moments from their sleeping son and daughter.

“Let me find a vase for these flowers,” he said.

“They’re beautiful. Thank you. Just ask the nurse at the station. They probably have some of those hideous Styrofoam things.”

“Okay.”

She watched him leave, knowing that the nurse would not only find a vase but that she would fill it with water and arrange the flowers for him. His tangled mass of brown hair, his green eyes oddly helpless behind their thick glasses, the student slouch of his very wide shoulders, the shy turn of his smile—all combined to send women scurrying to help that “sweet Ray Feldman.” Salesgirls left their counters to assist him in departments not their own. Waitresses remained long in the kitchen making certain his steak was well done, his french fries crisp. Pool typists finished his briefs first and returned them with reassuring smiles. “That reads well, Mr. Feldman, it really does”—as though he, a senior prosecutor with a magna cum laude degree from the Harvard Law School, required their approval. But always he looked up at them with a shy smile, questioning eyes. “Do you think so? Do you really think so?”

It was the same look he had given her the first time she saw him, the summer after she graduated, when she worked as a waitress in a Waltham spaghetti joint while taking the computer science course in Boston. Her parents had wanted her to go to the Harvard School of Education.

“A teacher has security always,” Shirley Cherne had said. She believed (had been taught to believe) in the acquisition of licenses, credentials, pieces of official paper that could be cashed in for work permits or hoarded as a personal armory against disaster.

But Ina had set herself against them, registered for the computer course, and then, to “show them,” had taken the greasy job she despised, punishing herself and them with a single move. Ray had come in alone the second week she worked there. He was teaching summer school at Cazenovia—an elementary government course. Should he have the spaghetti marinara or the fettuccini? He was so thin he looked as though he ought to have both of them. She brought him the fettuccini and a large plate of bread with extra butter. He came again the next night and had the spaghetti. She saw that his V-necked sweater was of fine cashmere but that there was a hole at the elbow.

The third night he was waiting at the kitchen door when she left, and three weeks later she was bolding his hand in his sister Dot’s apartment on Central Park South while Dot and her husband Larry smiled at them happily, worriedly, and asked again and again—” But are you sure? Really sure? Three weeks isn’t a very long time, you know.” She had presented their engagement as a fait accompli to her own parents. The Chernes were busy people. They had no time for agonizing introspection. If Ina and Ray were sure, then it was all right.

They had been sure. They were young people who, perhaps because they had not known parental guidance, trusted strongly in instinct. She had seen a heavy sadness in his eyes, and her heart had turned in pity and in recognition. He had admired the way she moved with strength and certainty that dissolved in the darkness of the night to surges of fierce passion, desperate clinging. She melted beneath his tenderness. His hands found hers as they sat side by side at a concert; his fingers gently threaded her hair as they watched the dying sunlight streak the Charles River with gold. He loved her voice—so crisp, so decisive. She made plans, decisions. Her family had never had the time for hesitancy, uncertainty. She recognized the force of his intellect, the power of his gentleness.

They were married in the large Queens synagogue to which her parents belonged. Tears flowed throughout the brief wedding ceremony. Audible sobs were heard when the cantor intoned the marriage blessings. His family wept because he was an orphan. Both his parents had been killed in an automobile accident when he was fifteen. Her family wept because she was a miracle—a child who had been marked for extermination yet who had grown to womanhood and stood before them now, gowned in the white of innocence, holding a bouquet of wild flowers in her hand. They wept because she was not dead and because this marriage was a wondrous affirmation. In the rear of the synagogue, her mother’s friend Ida Davidowitz swayed dangerously and left before the breaking of the glass. Her daughter, just Ina’s age, had died a week before liberation.

Ina and Ray were bright-eyed and calm. Bette stood beside her wearing a yellow dress, the color of buttercups, the hue of the small flowers that dotted the meadows of Poland during the first days of spring and that had grown stubbornly, in sunny clusters, around the steel poles strung with electrified barbed wire.
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