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Several names in this book have been changed to protect the innocent.
The rest of it is as true as it gets.
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Who do you think this is dedicated to?
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It’s the leftover humans.
The survivors … I witness the ones who are left behind,
crumbling among the jigsaw puzzle of realization,
despair, and surprise. They have punctured hearts. They
have beaten lungs.

—MARKUS ZUSAK, The Book Thief




Late Fragment

And did you get what
you wanted from this life, even so?
I did.
And what did you want?
To call myself beloved, to feel myself
beloved on the earth.

—RAYMOND CARVER,
A New Path to the Waterfall








The Preface

JANUARY 9, 2011

You squinted your eyes so only a disk of color, slate-blue like an infant’s, showed. Your focus at that moment may have been as limited as a newborn’s, too, or you may have seen everything: her, me, the people you’d loved in that apartment by the sugar factory. Then, after you’d recognized that this was your last living moment, you dove. And we marveled: at the grace, the speed, the soundless break of the water—all in such contrast to every practice session that came before. For you had rehearsed this move, stepped right to the edge of the board, so many times, in your mind and in truth. You thought it would be loud, painful, clumsy. You were wrong. It was beautiful. Because of all that practice? Or because you finally, finally caught a break? Absolutely unknowable. Well done, my friend. Well done.






The Other Preface

I talk to strangers.

Everyone who hears the story of my odd and beautiful relationship with a quirky man who proved that the Final Solution wasn’t final at all asks the same question: How did you meet him?

I talk to strangers, I tell them. And so did he.

Aron Lieb approached me in the lobby of a community center. When he started speaking in an accent thick with the Old Country, as if we were in the middle of a conversation, of course I spoke back. Our conversation lasted for more than fourteen years.

Aron was fiery and warm, irrational and perceptive, terrified and heroic. He was also my soul mate. My faux father, my son, my crush, and my cause. Before I became his health-care proxy and was declared his power of attorney, he would whisper into hospital-room telephones that I should pretend to be his niece when I visited so the nurses would reveal family-only details about his ailments. He frequently told me that I’d saved his life, but he saved mine, too, by giving me value as no one ever had before.

For much of our relationship, I focused on making sure he got the peaceful and painless life and death he deserved. I strongly believed that he should never feel discomfort again after what he’d endured both during and after the Holocaust, and I did what I could to ensure that. My quest led me to some David and Goliath–like fights with the established Jewish community. It forced me to suppress my temper and learn to be diplomatic with his caregivers, and it taught me to be patient with his fears and demands. Most surprisingly, my years as the manager of Aron’s life showed me that being a good Jew has nothing to do with temple attendance or Hebrew fluency.


When someone dies, a long conversation ends. You’d been blabbing and blabbing to each other for years and then … nothing? How can you not be able to tell him how it ended, what that nurse said at exactly the right time, whether the evidence he promised to send proving heaven exists ever arrived? I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to stop speaking to Aron in my mind, but if I could have one more talk with him, this is what I would say.







Part 1:
Getting Here
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JANUARY 9, 2011

These fucking people can’t fucking drive.

They have no idea that my task on this Sunday morning is more urgent than all of theirs. The only mission of equal importance would involve escorting life in, but I know that’s not happening because nobody ferrying a passenger with a baby crowning between her legs would be stopping at yellow lights. I’m certain I’m the only driver on Route 1 who’s been dreading and preparing for this ride for almost fifteen years.

The sky is the color of a dull nickel. The snow has melted from enchantment to gloom. I must get to you before it’s too late. I promised. I don’t make a lot of promises, but I never break them. You should see the lurid secrets locked in my brain, corrupting it like leaky batteries, because I promised people I’d never reveal the stupid things they’ve done. Affairs, addictions, attempts to exterminate themselves. But my promise to you is neither ugly nor secret, though I’m not sure I’ve ever told it to anyone else. Just you, over and over.

I won’t let you die alone.

You believe me, but you don’t. What if they can’t reach me?

“Do they have your number?” you ask.

“Yes. They have all of them. Don’t worry.”

I’m always telling you not to worry. Sorry about that.

“Write down your number again,” you say.

And I do, in block print on unevenly torn pieces of scrap paper that you stuff into your pockets. I obey almost all of your commands, no matter how redundant and ridiculous. It’s the least you deserve. How many other people have been rehearsing the lines of their deaths for most of their lives?

The light at this giant intersection turns green. The driver in front of me hesitates.

“Go!” I scream. “It’s Sunday morning. Nobody’s on the road!”

I am ready to fight, as I have been for the past four years of squiring you to the end. But the driver I’m yelling at can’t hear me, of course, just like so many others who wouldn’t hear me when I was figuratively pointing at you and screaming Help him!


You can’t hear me right now, either, but I want you to know about this morning.

When the phone flashed your number, I knew what I was going to hear. Crullers. Belts. A terrible ache in your heart. Some request or complaint that I’ve heard five hundred times before. Funny how I almost always answer those calls in a tone of panic. What? What? I want to yelp into the caller’s ear. But this time I sighed with annoyance because I was certain it was nothing but a reminder that you’re still alive and that you want to see me. You know I come every Sunday, so why call? Don’t you trust me?

The man’s voice was alarmingly calm as he explained how it had played out.

“I’ll be right there,” I said when he finally paused. Who the hell speaks that slowly?

“Oh,” the man said, snapping to life. “You’re coming?”

I’m coming? Can you fucking believe that?
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So many times over our years together I imagined this day.

You did, too.

Imagined it and worried about it, over and over and over. For longer than I did, of course, but I bet I could have matched you in intensity.

On every trip I took, this specific worry cut the line before all the others. And it’s a long line. I’m a bad traveler. I over-pack and try to control everything, which I know is antithetical to the purpose of travel. You’re supposed to let go—especially on vacations—not my greatest skill.

The alpha worry was that I’d break my promise. It usually began with worrying about airport logistics. I’d calculate all I’d have to go through before reaching my destination. Cab to airport to boarding pass to luggage check to security line to wait to board to wait to fly to land to wait to baggage claim to cab to hotel. Then I’d reverse it. That’s how long it would take me to get to you if the news came during a vacation or business trip.

What if this morning’s call had arrived while I was reading the Sunday paper at a hotel restaurant in Red Lodge, Montana, instead of at my kitchen table in New England? You can’t even fly direct from Montana, so I would have needed to add land-wait-connect in Denver or Chicago to the chain of impediments. That’s a lot of hours. What if I didn’t make it? What if I broke the promise because I was lying by a pool in Puerto Rico? I can’t imagine forgiving myself for such self-indulgence.

Then I’d worry about money, as you always did, because booking an unplanned flight would be expensive. But I’d easily fold that one away as soon as I remembered that the Nazis would pay.

“I got this,” I picture Hitler saying as he reaches for his wallet in his back pocket.

I’d worry if I were doing something important with my children, who always come first, despite your jealousy of that positioning. What if I was watching a play The Girl—as you still call my daughter, Carrie—had been rehearsing for months? Would I leave in the middle? What if Max was home with a stomach bug, but you were dying? You’d have nurses but he’d only have me, so how could I choose?

I’d worry the most during the summers when I was just over the border in Rhode Island. I never told you about those months I spent at rental beach houses instead of at home. You would have panicked yourself into misery. Not to mention the extra work it would have put on the staff, dealing with your ramped-up desperation. I still visited you during those summers, but stretched the visits to two-week intervals, and when you asked what I’d been up to, I’d say I’d been to the beach with the kids, which was true. I felt guilty about that lie of omission, by the way, but everyone agreed it was better for you not to know. Still, even when I was only a ninety-minute drive away, I worried about blowing it.

So wouldn’t it be ironic if on this day, when I’m my usual half-hour from your side, I’m too late? Because of these fucking drivers.


AUGUST 1996

You picked me up—let’s not forget that. I wasn’t looking for love on that bright and boring August day. I was just trying to hang on to my mind, which at that point was like a wet bar of soap. I’d get it and lose it and get it and lose it.

I’d been swimming laps just before we met. It was one of my less-successful strategies for clearing up a nasty case of postpartum depression. Every other day I’d drop Carrie at preschool and then drive from our bucolic town to the seedy city down the road, incongruous home to a posh Jewish Community Center. While Max delighted women in the babysitting room—an innate flirt, like you—I slapped the water, as if I could beat the misery out of my muscles and leave it behind like dirt from under my fingernails. I was balancing Max on one shoulder while an empty car seat dangled from my arm when you noticed us. My hair was still wet. You waited until I’d started to thread Max’s arms under his car-seat straps before approaching.

“Vhat’s his name?” you asked.

I turned, summed you up as harmless, and answered.

“Max.”

“Hey, Maxeleh,” you said, your voice pitching higher. “What are you doing, Maxeleh?”

You seemed to really like kids, which is why I asked if you had any grandchildren. I figured you were seeking out strange babies because yours lived far away and you missed them.

No grandchildren, you told me. No children, either. And your wife had died four years earlier.

“She killed herself,” you said.

Comedic beat. Wait for it.

“With chocolate.”

Okay, not exactly, you explained. She had diabetes and wouldn’t eat right. Your eyes twinkled when you saw me grasp the chocolate joke.

“Where are you from?” I asked.

It was time for me to go, but I wanted to keep talking to you. I was lonely and weak, but at that moment in time, you weren’t.


“Poland.”

“How long have you lived here?”

“Since 1949,” you said, smiling down at Max. “After the war.”

“You fought in the war?” I asked, stupidly.

“I was in the camps. All the camps.”

All the camps. Maybe that wasn’t completely true, but close enough. You’d lived in the Big House, the Yankee Stadium of camps, the White House of camps, the Taj Mahal of camps: Auschwitz. It was there that you became a number, as did everyone else who passed under the work-will-set-you-free banner and avoided the introductory gassing. I didn’t realize until recently that Auschwitz inmates were the only ones tattooed. I’d thought they’d inked all of you. Now whenever I see someone with a Nazi-designed string of digits on their arm, I wonder if they knew you—if they crossed your path, shared your bunk, tried to steal your shoes.

Auschwitz was more of a stopover than a destination for you. Same with Dachau. You settled in longer at Birkenau, Auschwitz’s sister property, but they were always moving you someplace. You resided in so many slave-labor camps that you can’t remember all their names, and I will never be able to trace your moves with journalistic accuracy.

It will turn out to be easier to track your little sisters and the rest of your family because they traveled to death in a pack. But I knew none of this at our first meeting. Before you could dole out more hints, Vera arrived from the locker room. She’d been chlorinating herself in the pool, too. She had her stern Soviet face on, a face that said Who the hell is this chick, and why is she talking to my man? A biker’s face.

You introduced me to your girlfriend, but when did we introduce ourselves to each other? I’ve rewound that morning countless times, but an exchange of names never plays. Maybe, as Max would later observe, it wasn’t necessary. Maybe we already knew each other and you recognized us. Could you have been keeping an eye out for us before we were even born?

We walked out together and you two stopped to talk to another white-haired couple. I headed to my car, buckled Max in, and stalled in the driver’s seat until you came close enough to hear me. I loved your contrast: so cheery for a Holocaust survivor. Nothing like the tragic heroes I’d read about or seen in movies. They never seemed to laugh, as if that ability had been starved out of them. You laughed more than I did. I wanted to know more.

I beckoned you over.

“Do you want to meet for coffee someday?” I asked.

“You buying?” you said, with the twinkly eyes again.

So I guess maybe I picked you up.

We decided on the following Friday. All week I worried that you’d stand me up. Why would this stranger want to hang with me? I knew I’d feel like an idiot if you didn’t show, and inexplicably sad, too.

You weren’t at the row of lobby chairs where the old men roosted while their wives exercised. I thought you’d blown me off; then I thought maybe I’d forgotten what you looked like and you were one of those dudes. But one was too fat and another had a mustache and none of them seemed to recognize me, so I kept walking. And there you were, a few yards down, all alone in your cap and glasses, waiting. You waved and jumped out of your seat.

You showed. That day and every week after. And while we blew on our hot coffee, you began to tell me everything.

JANUARY 9, 2011

I wonder if you said your line to the doctor this morning.

“Pain in my chest.”

If someone had raked and bagged every word you ever said, these four would fill the most sacks.

There were variations, of course.

“The chest,” you’d mutter, drawing your fingers across your sternum.

Or the full sentence, in a clear voice, as if you were making this announcement for the very first time: “I got a pain in the chest.”


Dozens of medical professionals spent thousands of dollars investigating that pain. Their reaction is Pavlovian and, possibly, a law. The words chest and pain spoken in the same sentence in the presence of white coats cannot be ignored. They scanned and EKGed and enzyme-tested you over and over again, but they never found anything to fix.

I knew what was wrong.

Your mother. Your father. Your brother and his wife and their baby. Your sister and your other sister and your baby sister. The girl who brought you bread in the ghetto. Your grandmothers. The kids you sneaked glimpses of movies with. Everyone.

Lose one friend and the chest aches for months.

Lose them all and the pain never stops.

Why wasn’t this obvious to the doctors?

I’d regularly float my theory by you when you insisted you needed to go to the hospital or have the nurses check your blood pressure twice an hour because you thought your heart was about to explode.

“Your pain is from your broken heart,” I’d say. But you’d never respond.

Because you knew it was true. But if you accepted that fact—if you admitted that I was right—you’d also have to accept that the pain would never go away.

And now it might not.

SUMMER INTO FALL, 1996

By our second coffee date, you were talking about sex. Your stories involved leaving the displaced persons camp where you had lived for four years and working the black market. You got ahold of stockings and exchanged them for sex with German women.

“What about Jewish women?” I asked.

“No, no. You couldn’t do that to them. They were good girls. I wouldn’t take advantage.”

It was revenge sex, the fragile tubes of silk giving the survivors power over the perpetrators. You and your fellow ex-prisoners essentially turned those young women into prostitutes. But of course, this being you, there was more love than vengeance. You fell for one of those German girls, a pretty blonde named Hermanie who lived on a farm and welcomed you into her warm bed. And at the same time, you pined for one of the Jewish girls back at the barracks. You wouldn’t pursue her, though, because you had no trade for supporting her.

“I had nothing.”

But even fifty years later, you still thought about her sometimes.

“She was cute, skinny,” you said. “She was like you.”

We were sitting in the Jewish Community Center cafe, which was more of a claimed space than a restaurant. Bordered by vending machines, floor-to-ceiling windows looking onto a grassy trap of a courtyard, and iron railings that separated the blond wood tables from the hallway, the cafe was where the mothers gathered after dropping their kids at day care or swimming lessons. I would often sit there staring out the window while preverbal Max sucked on a bottle, both of us wasting time before the excitement of retrieving Carrie from preschool. I was too saturated with anxiety to read, so I’d eavesdrop on the pairs of women leaning into each other with gossip, complaints, companionship. I’ve never minded eating alone, before or since, but I remember thinking it would have been nice not to feel so self-consciously friendless in that place. You cured that.

It must have been a Monday, because we met every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, at 10:30 a.m. Even now, years since we broke that pattern, I still get hungry at 10:30, no matter what I’ve eaten for breakfast, or when.

Before we sat down, I told you I needed to pick up Max from the babysitting room. I invited you to join me. You leaned over the gate that kept the toddlers from escaping and waved at Max. He immediately smiled at the man with the hat, though he’d only seen you once in his life. You’d been imprinted.

Settled at the cafe, I drank scalding decaf and spread cream cheese from a foil packet onto a bagel that I shared with Max. You didn’t eat anything.


“My stomach always bad,” you said. “My mother, she send to me and the brother a package in the mail. Had in it salami. I was so sick with the typhus I couldn’t eat a thing. He was sick, too, but he never passed up a meal. He ate it all.”

This memory made you laugh. Most of the ones involving Bill did, probably because his story hasn’t ended yet. When I asked the simplest questions about your sisters—such as what their names were—tears formed. But Bill got full sentences, as did his kids, “one a doctor and one a dentist.” You, forever childless, were so proud of them. And of him, for seizing the American dream.

Max gnawed on his piece of the bagel while we talked, and you smiled and cooed at him. Until he coughed and you suddenly stopped and furrowed your brow.

“Don’t let him eat that,” you said, pointing to his mouthful of bagel. “He’ll choke. Take it out!”

I told you he wouldn’t choke, that babies always cough a little when they’re stuffing their mouths—probably some congenital mechanism designed to slow them down so they’ll live until the next meal. But you got so panicked that I had to swipe the glob of gummed dough out with my finger before we could continue discussing your years of starvation.

You stopped talking when Vera arrived. Though I’d originally pegged her as the uptight one, she turned out to be a surfer dude compared to you: relaxed and gracious. One afternoon that fall, the three of us gathered in our usual spot on an unusual day so you could meet the rest of my family. It was a Sunday, and you dressed as if you were going to church: a crisp, white button-down shirt and black leather shoes instead of your usual windbreaker and sneakers.

You shook David’s hand. Very formal. Very masculine.

“Ah, you got a cutie here,” you said. “If I was thirty years younger, you’d be in trouble.”

You laughed, as if you were kidding.

“I know I would,” David said. “She sees you more than she sees me.”


Vera took out a small camera and sorted us into every possible group pose, including you and me, you and Max, you and Vera encircled by my kids and me. A few weeks later, when I visited her apartment, which was essentially yours, too, I saw that one framed and displayed on a bookshelf. She’d already concluded that we were frame-worthy friends.

Wasn’t it too early?

One morning at the cafe, I was the one who didn’t want to eat. And out of nowhere—as if anything in our relationship was out of nowhere, but stay with me here—you asked, “Are you having a nervous breakdown?”

That freaked me out. I’d never cried in front of you or revealed anything about my temporary wrestling match with sanity. People who’d known me far longer than you had never realized I was struggling. But you knew, even without obvious clues. Maybe that’s why you kept showing up. Have I ever thanked you for that? Those mornings when you gave me pieces of your pain and took pieces of mine were as powerful a cure as thrashing in the pool and sobbing with a shrink.

As my depression lifted, due in part to your consistency, I lost my splintery edges. I returned to smooth and solid, as if I’d been sanded. And with solidity came my old habits. I’m a journalist, so my default in any situation is to look for the story. I thought maybe I’d write an article about you. The idea of you and Vera, two aging immigrants who had found each other, appealed to me. You represented thick branches of the tree of tortured Jews. And like so many other people I’ve met over my many years of reporting—the single straight man with HIV who took me to his doctor’s appointment, the woman I interviewed while sitting on the edge of her homeless-shelter bed, the extraordinarily wealthy lady who started to cry about her dead mother when I’d only come to interview her about interior decorating—I assumed I’d remember you well, but leave you behind anyway. It would have been impossible to imagine that I’d be the one in charge of your death.
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I love you because you can’t stop fighting.

You fight your horrific dreams and your worse memories. Your doctors and nurses. Your sister-in-law. Your pants and the belts that are always too big or too small. Men. The old people you claim are “gone with the wind.” The headache you’ve had since before the war. Psychiatry, psychology, and drugs. Me.

I love you because you make me feel like a hero. But you’re the hero. You’re ninety-one years old, and before starting each day you must scoot the image of a man being hanged out of the way.

I love you because you hoard napkins. Because you still flirt. Because you hear everything that’s said and not said in your presence, even though it seems like you’re only listening to yourself complain. Because you know when I need you to come back to this world, and you come. Because you won. Because you picked me. Because you still fight.

Wait. Keep fighting. I’ll be there in three traffic lights.

DECEMBER 15, 1919

You weren’t supposed to live to see the beginning of the Holocaust, never mind its end. You weren’t even supposed to survive your first month. Your mother, Zelda, delivered you at home, naturally, on a coarse feather bed with a midwife waiting by her knees. She and your father named you Shmiel Aron. Did she name you after a dead relative, as is the Jewish custom? Or did she choose the names because of what they signified? Shmiel, the Yiddish form of Samuel, means “His name is God.” Aron means “exalted,” but you didn’t look nearly that promising.

“I was sick,” you told me once. “I don’t know what was wrong. Just sick. You know, how a baby isn’t right?”

Your left eye was crossed. If you were as picky an eater then as you are now, you were probably refusing the breast, which would have left you scrawny and weak. Maybe you were fighting a virus or some congenital disease. But there was little your mother could do. It was 1919. There was no penicillin, no incubator. Babies die, the doctor must have thought; she’ll have another. But Zelda loved her second-born as I love mine, so she did the only other thing available to mothers in her situation: She took you to the rabbi.

It should have been a happy time for Zelda. Her husband adored her, her firstborn was thriving, and her world was at peace. Poland had recently regained its independence and, for that blink of history, the Poles weren’t bothering the Jews. But instead of reveling in the relative calm, she was trying to save a life. I see her wrapping you against the freezing cold and carrying you over cobblestone streets to the synagogue down the road from your house. Did your eyes tell all, even at that age? Did they bend at the corners with fear, an expression I know so well?

The rabbi looked you over and offered a solution. Your first name, Shmiel, would have to go. Maybe he objected because he didn’t want a child named after God to die? Or maybe it had to do with the practice of assigning numbers to Hebrew letters; could the Hebrew spelling of Shmiel add up to something sinister? Who knows. But he subtracted Shmiel and added Matz, which means “gift of God” in Hebrew. So you became Aron Matz, exalted gift of God. And you got better. You would always be the runt of Zelda’s boys, never as muscular or coordinated as your brothers. But you might be the toughest. That name change bought you almost a century of living.

OCTOBER 17, 2007


Dear Admissions Department,

I am submitting an application for an eighty-seven-year-old Holocaust survivor who has no wife, no children, and little money. I ask that you give his application special attention because of the difficult life he’s led.

For the past four months, Aron Lieb has called 911 and gone to the hospital an average of twice a week for pain that no one can diagnose or treat. The general conclusion is that he is suffering from psychosomatic pain, probably a result of post-traumatic stress syndrome. He has refused long-term psychiatric care, though he is on psychotropic medications, which seem to do little for him. Though technically he is probably physically well enough to be alone, I, as his friend and health-care proxy, believe he can’t live alone anymore due to his emotional issues. I also believe that he goes to the hospital so much because he is seeking the kind of reassurance, care, and social contact your facility could provide. When he is among people and medical practitioners, he is sharp and charming.

Enclosed are all the required forms except the financial guaranty. Aron has no one to take on such a role.

Again, I hope you will consider this a very special case. The world has treated this man horribly. I hope, at this stage in his life, the Jewish community can help to soothe him.


Sincerely,

Susan Kushner Resnick





I still believed in them when I wrote that. I believed they were good and powerful and used all their money to make things better.

That’s a lie. I’d always been suspicious of the spending habits of certain large Jewish organizations. Why all that money for trees in Israel when there were hungry kids in America? Why all that money for fancy hospitals in that country when people in my country didn’t have homes? Of course I believe that Israel is important as a symbol of our survival, but it seemed so much more important than America to so many American Jews, especially those with cash to throw around.

It was never a competition in your mind. The day after 9/11, I came to your apartment.

“Zoo baby,” you said, pronouncing “Sue” the only way you knew how. “What did you do to the plane?”

You could joke because you weren’t in shock like those of us who’d grown up believing our Americanness inoculated us against such unpleasantness. For you, it was just another really bad thing in a lifetime of really bad things. A horror, yes, but one that we’d live through like all the others. You were mainly offended that someone would attack the country that had been so kind to you.

“I knew the best soldiers in the world,” you said. “They feel bad for you.”

Americans saved you. America took you in and gave you another life, though certainly not the life promised in the brochures. Israel rejected you. You’d applied to emigrate, but after the doctors at the displaced persons camp found a spot on your lung, the Promised Land was unpromised to you. You would have given your money to your adopted country instead of Israel if you earned any extra.

At least I had faith that the Jews who kept all that money in the tribe would be there for a Jew in trouble.

Until they weren’t.

Our first encounter with this nursing home was wonderful. That was a few years ago, after the loony bin, when I thought it might be a good idea to check the place out. A nice young social worker took us around. She showed us the atrium and the synagogue and introduced you to some hardy-looking men who spoke Yiddish with you. It looked like a resort, but it was clear to everyone that you didn’t belong there yet because you could still take care of yourself.

“Y’all come back anytime,” the social worker said. Not really, but that’s what it felt like—warm and welcoming.

Time passed. I needed them because you were talking about guns. The Lady at the Party, dear friend of a dear friend, rich but so seemingly compassionate, convinced me I was right to expect them to roll out the red carpet for you.

What I got, after a whole lot of pleading, was Jerry Maguire. Show us the money.

I’d thought they were good and powerful, but it turned out they were only Great and Powerful, like Oz, who also turned out to be a disappointment.


JANUARY 9, 2011

Strange that we live in a shtetl, too. All these towns that I drive through on my way to your bed are home to just a tiny percentage of Jews, a reflection of much of America. But our town is an upscale, contemporary version of the little Jewish villages that were like freckles on the face of Europe before the Holocaust. More than 50 percent of our town’s 18,000 souls are Jews. People used to say it was 70 percent, but that was before they built the mosque. On twenty-four square miles sit seven synagogues: two Reform, two Conservative, one modern Orthodox, and two ultra-Orthodox. I call members of the last category The Fanatics. I’m sorry; I’m just not fond of people who ban secular literature, don’t recognize women’s rights, and refuse to acknowledge people like me when we pass each other on the street because they don’t think I’m a “real” Jew.

On weekends, our roads are crowded with people who could be ghosts from your lost world. Men with wildly long beards, black fedoras, and long cloaks tied at their waists like bathrobes float in clusters down streets on their way to pray. On Shabbat, their families join them: boys with hair coiled in payot, fringe from their prayer shawls dripping from under their white dress shirts; little girls in oversized hand-me-down dresses and teenaged ones forced to hide their sexuality with boxy denim jumpers and dark tights; and women under broad hats and shellacked wigs who push strollers no matter how hot, wet, or icy the ground.

We live in harmony with Christians and Muslims and Hindus, which would not have happened in Zychlin, but we also weather waves of anti-Semitism. Once a white supremacist group dropped hate literature on people’s lawns. Swastikas have been painted on the outside of synagogues and the inside of high school bathrooms. Every year there seems to be some kind of Jew baiting from an opposing sports team: Fucking Jew, hissed through a field hockey player’s mouth guard; Come on, kike barked from the lacrosse sidelines. Really nothing, compared to what you grew up with.


SEPTEMBER 1996 (AND BEYOND)

I kind of wanted to sleep with you.

When a person is depressed, she doesn’t feel anything. Then, as the medicine kicks in, she feels everything. The crush I developed on you was one of the first signs of life I’d had in a long time.

You must have felt something, too.

“Good thing I’m not thirty years younger,” you’d say again. “David would be real jealous.”

You would repeat a version of this threat often during the first half of our years together. Every time, we’d laugh at the line. But it wasn’t really a joke, was it?

In my fantasies, set fifty years before we met, I am a strong American girl who holds you when you wake from your nightmares of being chased by dogs. I am the love of your life, the one who understands you as your real wife never would.

Or the affair would happen in the present, a Harold and Maude type thing, with our damaged, vulnerable souls melding. The forty-four-year age difference wouldn’t matter because we could talk about anything, like when people of all ages fall in love and feel as if they’ve known the beloved forever. I would imagine running my hands up your weathered chest and it wouldn’t even disgust me, though having those thoughts made me feel ashamed. You were an old man! I was a mother! What did sexual tension have to do with it?

You drove past my house several times a week just to see if my car was in the driveway, like a preteen pedaling his bike past his crush’s house. And I made sure my makeup looked right before pressing your doorbell.

All this came before I saw that picture of you, which you accurately predicted would turn me on.

“You’re gonna see me altogether different in the picture,” you said. “You’re gonna fall in love wit’ the picture instead of me.”

“I’m already in love with you,” I flirted back.

It was taken when you were twenty-six, shortly after the war ended, probably by someone from the Red Cross. It looks like a passport photo, but the handsomest one I’ve ever seen. You had a strong jaw and sad, soulful eyes. Your combed-back hair was already receding, but it had a little wave to it. I didn’t even know you’d been considered “dark blond” until I read it on your Dachau intake form, but then it was too late to ask you about it. Your mouth, wide and perfectly symmetrical in the photo, would someday smile again.

The attraction and fantasies sank as you aged, but they’d occasionally bob to the surface. Once when I was driving you to see a doctor, I felt as tingly as when a hunky high school boy had filled my passenger’s seat years before. Another time, during one of our many talks about death, you said you were ready to die. I said I’d miss you.

“Maybe you’ll come see me on the other side,” you said. “We’ll be born again.”

“We could be married this time.”

“We dream of things like these,” you said with a smile.

THE ROARING TWENTIES

Back in your day, everyone hit the kids. Hell, back in my days as a kid, everyone did, too. But your household sounded like a super whackfest.

Your older brother, Mendel, would whack you and you’d pass that whack on to Bill. Your father whacked all three of you.

“It was a tradition—you know what I mean—when my father slapped me. Why did he slap me? Because his father hit him. Deserve, not deserve, he hit me.”

You fought often with your sister Helen, who was the next youngest to you. I don’t know if you ever hit her, but I doubt it, because hitting females wasn’t part of the pattern.

“One time the father comes across to hit me. And the mother steps in front and says, ‘Don’t hit him, hit me instead.’ And he never raise a hand to her, so I was okay.”

Of course, that didn’t mean your mother couldn’t lay one on you. She went to hit you once but got blocked by your knobby elbow. She collided with bones instead of flesh, hurting her hand.


“Then I didn’t come home for a whole two days. I was at my aunt’s. I was afraid to come home to a beating from the father.”

I asked what you did to make your mother so angry.

“Maybe I did something wrong,” you said. “Who the hell knows?”

“Maybe?” I said. “I’m sure you did a lot wrong. You must have been a troublemaker.”

“That’s the way you talk to me?” you said, sounding a little hurt. “You’re supposed to be my baby.”

But despite all that whacking, you came from a good family. At least, that’s what a lady who lives in Brooklyn, New York, told me. Her father was a poultry man who knew your father, a cattle man.

“They were nice people,” she told me.

Then she needed to get off the phone.

“It’s too much,” she said. “My husband is sick. I can’t talk of these sad memories anymore.”

She was the last one to see Helen.

JANUARY 9, 2011

While the slow drivers continue to fuck with me at the final stop sign, I worry. You’re not alone, are you? They’ve done a lot of disappointing things in that place, but they wouldn’t leave you alone while you were dying … would they? Someone has to be sitting with you if you’re in as bad a shape as the doctor implied. You were unconscious, he’d said. They weren’t sure why.

Because if this is your last day and you are alone, I will be pissed.

All I’ve ever wanted from the people who run this place is royal treatment for you. You’ve had a bad life. You are entitled to a good death. Everyone who meets you should work toward that goal.

They haven’t always, as we well know. But I’m trying. That’s why I got into so much trouble before you moved here. And that’s why I’m such a good girl now. I worry that if I’m too irritating, they’ll take it out on you.

I feel completely responsible, though when we met, you were just my novelty. I guess I was yours, too. You used to rave to strangers about me.


“Isn’t she a cutie? She’s my sweetheart. I’ve adopted her!”

As we grew closer, our relationship became less defined. I didn’t know what you were to me or why you were in my life, though I spent a lot of energy trying to figure it out. Then the people who should have known better than to screw with a Holocaust survivor had to obey the rules that prolonged your suffering. I stopped ruminating about the meaning of our relationship and started putting my mental resources toward getting you the finale you’ve earned. In my eyes, you are the king. And the king does not deserve to die alone.

1917

Theirs was your favorite love story.

“My mother had a face like a picture,” you said, voice reverent. “Round. So beautiful. Not one spot on it. She must have been the nicest-looking woman in the whole city.”

Your father certainly thought so.

His name was Leybish and he lived in Zychlin, Poland. Hers was Zelda. She lived in Plock, a big city with hospitals, factories, and about 30,000 residents that sat twenty-three miles from Zychlin, population 7,000. She was about twenty-two when they met.

“My mother, when she was young, she had an aunt lived in Zychlin. She come for, what you call it, a visit. And he saw her walking in the street. And he fell in love.”

You giggled when you told me that story.

“He was so happy. She was two years older than the father, but he loved it. She had other fellas, too, what liked her. And anybody what wanted her, he beat them up.”

Really? Come on—beat them up? I’m not sure I believe that, but I don’t doubt the real obstacle he faced in marrying lovely Zelda: his mother’s snobbery.

Your grandmother, named Leah, was educated. Though she was the daughter of a butcher, she had learned to read Hebrew, something most girls didn’t do back then. She practiced it as she sat in the balcony of the synagogue surrounded by all the other women—women who could cook and sew and barter for a hen, but could not read a word of their holy books. Leah followed the prayers along with the men below her, her eyes trained on the black threads of Hebrew letters.

Or were they trained on the cattle broker in the third row?

Your grandfather learned to heal horses while serving in the Russian army in 1890 and spent his working life traveling the Polish countryside and tending to the livestock of wealthy farmers. The landowners paid the young Jew well to keep their equine families free of disease and steady after injury. He was important to these important men who called him “doctor” even though he was not technically a vet. He began buying cows from farmers and selling them at cattle auctions to kosher butchers. He was one of few in Zychlin not impoverished. Maybe that’s why Leah married him.

How does the song go?

For Mama, make him a scholar.
For Papa, make him rich as a king?

She and the doctor brought five girls and two boys into the world and raised them in comfort. They lived in a three-room flat in a building they owned. Leybish, the eldest, had followed his father into the profitable cattle business. But this beautiful girl he’d seen on the street was from a different class.

“What was the thing? See, my mother was from poor. My father was rich at that time. My grandmother says, ‘I don’t want you to marry her. She’s too poor.’ But my grandfather liked my mother. All the time my father wants to go see her. The grandmother looks like she’s gonna faint. But he goes, takes the train to see her. And the old lady couldn’t do nothing.”

Leybish wooed Zelda to Zychlin with a promise and a bed. She lived with his family until the wedding.

“He almost didn’t marry her,” you said. “You see, I tell you. One day the grandfather, he gives my father five hundred rubles to go to the farms. He bought the cows, the calves, to sell at the market later. Before he gets to the farm, he sees a card game. He can make more money if he wins. So he stops and plays and loses all the money.”

Your father stewed in town for a while, then went home and stood by Zelda’s bed. She woke up and he explained the situation. He told her he couldn’t marry her because she wasn’t lucky: What else would explain his gambling misfortune? Zelda sat up in bed and yelled for her future father-in-law, who made his son track down the card players and get his money back.

They married in 1917. Leybish, who clearly lacked his father’s business sense, continued to make financial goofs. By the time you arrived two years later, they were poor—Zelda as poor in adulthood as she was in childhood. But in your eyes at least, still beautiful.

ART: LOWBROW

My favorite movie and book share the same theme.

In Same Time, Next Year, a film based on a play, two married people, played by Alan Alda and Ellen Burstyn, meet at an inn when they’re quite young and have an affair. Instead of breaking up or getting together permanently, they decide to meet in the same room on the same weekend every year. They remain constants in each other’s lives and grow up together. She goes from a meek housewife to a strong feminist to a wise businesswoman. He goes from flakey to conservative to liberal to somewhat less flakey. Every time they meet, they laugh, fight, make love, and tell one good and one bad story about their spouses. Every time I watch it, I cry.

I used to tell people they must see this film, but now I don’t because I worry they’ll think I’m a fan of adultery, which I’m not. But that’s not what the movie is really about. It’s about knowing that there’s one special person in the world who gets you, and still keeps showing up.

“You could always see through me,” the man says.

“And I’ve always liked what I’ve seen,” the woman replies.

We wouldn’t be lying if we recited those lines to each other.


My favorite book also follows characters who have found their one special person in the world. I know as a writer I’m supposed to claim that my favorite childhood book was Little Women or Treasure Island, but no. It was The Summer of My German Soldier, a young adult novel by Bette Greene that tells the story of a physically abused Jewish preteen who finds strength through the platonic love of a German POW she hides in her tree house. He is the first person to acknowledge her worth.

“Even if you forget everything else I want you to always remember that you are a person of value, and you have a friend who loved you enough to give you his most valued possession,” he says after handing her his great-grandfather’s ring.

I love these lowbrow pieces of art because I’ve always craved such a connection. Doesn’t everyone want to find the person who heals her loneliness?

My husband understands me more every day of our twenty-one-year marriage. My teenage children seem delighted when I crack my binding and read them new pages of myself. But we all, consciously or not, hide bits of ourselves from our loved ones. Such opacity is not possible with the ones who can see through us.

DECEMBER 2010

I tied the paper bib around your neck, embarrassed for us both. You were waiting for dinner. I was waiting for you to return from a trip inside your head. You’ve been disappearing a lot lately.

“This is like a lobster bib!” I said, trying to lure you back with silliness.

“Lobster, slobster,” you said, taking the bait.

“Did you like lobster?”

“No,” you said. “I never had it.”

“If you never had it, how do you know you didn’t like it?”

“She’d have it.”

This is a clue. This is a bonus round on Jeopardy.


She’d? She’d? Alex Trebek is waiting for an answer. Who is your late wife?

“Your wife ate lobster?” I guess.

“She’d eat an old dog,” you said.

Welcome back.
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I’m so proud you made it to ninety-one last month. I was just shooting for ninety, but I guess you’re more ambitious than you pretend to be. But even though you’re super old and have made it clear that you’re ready to die doesn’t mean this is the end. You might be awake and bitching when I get there. This might just be a blip, like all the false alarms Vera has pulled: in and out of the hospital, but always stronger after the crises.

Still. You’ve been asking yourself for a long time what you’re doing here. It’s the eternal question in a survivor’s line of work: Why did I survive? I once knew a rabbi who claimed that most survivors were bad souls who did something immoral—or at least nastily aggressive—that allowed them to prevail while millions around them died. I was already friends with you when he made that comment, and it pissed me off. It wasn’t the only time I’d heard such a statement. Your own social worker once said to me, “He’s very self-centered. That’s how he survived.” But they’re wrong. You, despite your difficult personality, are not bad.

You’ve floated a couple of theories on what enabled your survival. The first is that you were used to starving. The more-comfortable Jews weren’t equipped to go from roasted chickens and honey cakes to starvation. For you, slave rations were close to normal.

On Mondays and Thursdays, your mother shopped at the street market. The farmers’ wives set up carts of eggs, butter, cheese, chickens, ducks, geese, potatoes, and onions. Merchants stood by big bowls of herring, figs, oranges, and lemons—almost all of it too expensive for Zelda. Though your father was a cattle broker, she could rarely afford standard cuts of beef. Instead, she’d buy meat from the cow’s head or a live carp that she’d transform into gefilte fish or naked bones to simmer into soup. Shabbat dinner, always the most lavish meal of the week, consisted of a bowl of chicken soup with mashed potatoes on the side—just boiled and mashed, you told me, none of the butter or cream like I add—plus horseradish and challah. Sometimes your mother made the dough on Thursday, put it under a quilt to rise, braided it Friday morning, and carried it to the town bakery to bake. Other times, at least according to your memory, she bought the family’s bread at the bakery or accepted a free loaf from the government. But it was never enough.

“Come a holiday, you need four bread on a table,” you told me. “You only have two. What is a couple of slices of bread? Nothing. So a fella like me, I was hungry. Everyone was. Not only in my family. Over there, when you were poor, you were really poor. Here, now, poor is when you haven’t got enough money. Food—everybody got what to eat. You never had a day with nothing to eat, have you?”

Hardly. I don’t know what it’s like to be poor. I grew up smack in the middle of the middle class, with a father who worked for an insurance company and a mother who took part-time social work jobs when I was old enough to heat my own dinner. We ate steak on Fridays, took vacations to Disney World, and kept the heat on high in our three-bedroom ranch house. If you had known me then, you would have thought I was a millionaire. Maybe you would have resented me as you did the privileged Jews in your community—the handful of people who owned most of the town’s homes and businesses (they weren’t allowed to buy land), but who wouldn’t give you “the time of day,” you told me once.

You ate bread with a little butter and tea for breakfast. Tea was big. A special dessert was a glass of tea and a piece of sugar. In the market, your father sometimes bought a big pretzel to eat with his tea. Was that his lunch?

“What lunch? What the hell is lunch?”

You can’t remember what you did while the other kids in school ate in the middle of the day, but your brother Bill can’t forget. He told me he hid so the other kids wouldn’t see that he had nothing to eat. He was afraid to be teased. I doubt you cared as much what others thought.

But why go home for lunch? It wasn’t the most pleasant place to hang out. You lived in a one-room flat equipped with a small stove that burned coal and wood for heat. Sometimes.

“When I was already maybe eight years old, I didn’t want to go first to bed. You know why? It was cold. I go to bed and my brother comes and puts his cold feet on me. Then I thought I was gonna die! That’s the kind of life it was.”

You knew one girl whose family could afford electricity. You remember light coming from an oil lamp. A few businessmen had telephones and the doctor drove a car. The rest of you walked or rode in horse-drawn wagons. Fresh water came from a pump in the center of town. It took three minutes to get there from your house, but it must have felt much longer with a full bucket stretching your arms.

Your refrigerator was a hole in the floor. Your bed consisted of a wooden frame covered by a sheet, which was filled with fresh straw your parents bought from farmers and covered with another sheet. More sandwich than mattress. The family owned two feather pillows: eight heads, two pillows. There was one down quilt for the boys and one for the girls, which was fine because there were only two beds. You shared with your father and brothers. Your mother and sisters took the other one.

“When I think back, I don’t know how they made the children.”

Then there was the bathroom, which didn’t actually exist. Few people in your town had indoor plumbing, though the wealthy did have keys to private outhouses. You shared yours with the residents of twelve apartments. It was a one-holed brick shack. Some people used the paper that oranges came wrapped in to wipe their bums, but your family couldn’t afford oranges, so I don’t know what you used.

You remembered that when you were little, you’d crouch over the hole so you didn’t have to touch the edges. It must have been scary to go out there at night. Usually, you could use the pail in the house after dark, or hold it until morning before waking with the taste of smoke in your throat and racing to the outhouse. But nothing made the elimination situation worse than winter.

“God forbid you had a stomachache and it was very cold and snowy and you had to go outside,” you said, laughing.

And to illustrate just how bad the bathroom situation was, how poor you were, and why you may have had a slightly easier time of it as a prisoner than people who’d once lived comfortably, you told me this: The bathrooms at the concentration camp were nicer than the ones at home.

ZUCCHINI SEASON, 1997

You liked to pretend that the Holocaust was no big deal. That you were over it. That it was just one of the many disappointments we all suffer.

“Say you have a boyfriend what uses you up a little, then lets you go,” you said one day when we were alone. “Don’t you feel sad?”

“Well, yeah,” I admitted.

“You see. That’s what I’m talking about.”

Oh, right. Romantic disappointment is exactly the same as losing everything and being tortured while it happens.

But you couldn’t always fool yourself. Not long after we met, we were on my deck, at my old house, on a Sunday morning. You and your girlfriend Vera had come for brunch. Carrie was running around with two giant zucchinis from our backyard garden. Max was crawling in and out of the slider doorway, his hair curled into soft wings that would be gone with his first haircut. You’d dressed up for us again.

“These pants cost a million dollars,” you told us. “I couldn’t believe it. How much should pants cost?”

“Probably less than a million,” David said.

I acted housewifely, slicing the quiche I’d cooked and filling coffee cups. This must have pleased you. You used to lecture me on keeping a man.


“Listen good,” you said during a coffee date. “A man likes to have a hot meal when he comes home!”

Not that you often did. You worked nights slicing meat. Your wife was asleep when you got home, so you’d cook something bland and dry for yourself.

After I’d cleared the table, we sat under a striped umbrella while the kids played in the sun. It was idyllic.

“I’m reading a book about the children of the Holocaust,” I said. “Kids of people who were there. Like your nephews. It says they have a lot of problems.”

“Nah,” you said, waving your hand at me, a dismissive gesture I’d become familiar with. It meant Shut up—you’re wrong.

“Their parents wanted them to be happy all the time,” I continued. “They never let them be normal kids.”

“No, I don’t think so,” you said.

“And they saw their parents sad all the time.”

“What sad? I tell you something. When people come to a new country, they don’t know the language, things are really hard. But pretty soon, they know the language and everything else is okay.”

Ah—so coming to America in 1949 was hard. But nothing before that?

Vera winked at me after you spoke and shook her head.

“That’s not what she means,” she told you.

You continued to protest.

“When someone dies, you’re sad. But then you go on and forget about it.”

Nice powers of denial, sir.

Vera touched your arm. “You have nightmares every night of your life,” she said.

Your face turned pink and you waved her off, too, as if you were angry that she had revealed your secret. Red bloomed on the rims of your eyelids and you reached a finger under your glasses to rub your eyes. You looked down at the million-dollar pants.

“Now I cry,” you said, trying to laugh.


“Don’t cry,” Vera said, her voice more gentle now.

“I don’t know why I start to cry then,” you said, still wiping your eyes. “Why did that make me cry? I’m like my father. He’d look at something and start to cry.”

“You’re a sensitive guy,” I said, and I patted your leg. But I wish I’d hugged you. Neither of us are big huggers, but I should have given you one that morning.

DECEMBER 2009

“My parents.

And the girls.

They burned.”

You were perched on the edge of your bed, still waking up from a nap, half in a different world. But you were talking to me, giving me this verse of horror. I reached out with a foolish question—“What girls?”—hoping you’d take my hand and pull me to that other side. I so wanted to see what was there, where you were, what it would feel like to stand in Zychlin or Auschwitz with you. But the question jerked you forward instead. You’d been looking at the floor, then you raised your eyes to me.

“Is it raining out?”

STUDIES, SCHMUDIES

A Canadian study found that Holocaust survivors showed “marked disruptions of sleep and dreaming, intrusive memories, impairment of trust, avoidance of stressors, and heightened vulnerability to various types of age-associated retraumatization.”

An Australian study found that decades after the Holocaust, survivors suffered from depression, anxiety, and physical complaints.

An American study found that “for some Holocaust survivors, impaired sleep and frequent nightmares are considerable problems even forty-five years after liberation.”


And to sum it all up, an Israeli study found that male Holocaust survivors experienced more post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) than control subjects.

To which I say: Duh.

Of course you suffer from PTSD. How could you not? You didn’t see a shrink in the displaced persons (DP) camps to flush out all those visions and losses when they were still fresh. You didn’t see a shrink in America as those wounds scarred over and your anxiety, nightmares, and headaches got worse. You didn’t even know you were suffering from a diagnosable problem back then, and neither did your doctors. PTSD wasn’t a term until 1980, when, in response to Vietnam veterans’ symptoms, the experts on psychiatry and suffering realized the phenomenon needed a name. Then they realized that it applied to people like you, too. They did all kinds of repetitive studies on Holocaust survivors: asking questions, swabbing saliva, drawing blood, tallying up the amount of anxiety-related chemicals your kind secreted. They looked at men, women, and children. They compared people who had been in concentration camps with people who had been in hiding. They looked at survivors with cancer and survivors with good jobs. But the bottom line of all the research was essentially the same: Holocaust survivors are prone to PTSD.

Again: Duh.

There are hundreds of studies confirming this obvious fact, but it seems like the people we run into—the people who should be up on this kind of data—aren’t aware of it. Or they just choose not to address it.

Given what I know now, I’m not surprised by the ignorance and/or apathy. But when we started on our journey to Crazyland, I was continuously flabbergasted.

How many times did I say to someone in a white coat, “I think he has PTSD”?

How many times was my suggestion ignored?


JANUARY 9, 2011

As I got ready to drive to your bedside, I stuffed a different book in my bag. Maybe I’ll read to you today; maybe it’s finally time for the remedy of literature.

Why don’t you ever read? You have all this quiet time and you never pick up a book. Your roommate reads. He wheels himself to the lobby and parks in front of something that looks like a microfilm machine, but is probably some kind of magnifier, and reads newspapers. That big lady in the wheelchair that took up the entire hallway used to read all day long. I never spoke to her, but I admired her because she put on makeup and read every day. That’s how I want to go out.
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the personal and the historical in this heartbreaking, yet uplifting memoir”
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