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Advance Praise for Dwell Time: A Memoir of Art, Exile, and Repair



“Dwell Time is a multigenerational family memoir that reads like a panoramic, deeply moving roman-fleuve—taking the reader from Eastern Europe through Havana, Miami, Manhattan, and Los Angeles, amid revolution, war, upheaval, and exoduses. That it’s written by a revered conservator of art makes perfect sense because Rosa Lowinger’s profession has given her a complex understanding of the past, of the contingencies of history, of the differences between surface and interior. One of art conservation’s creeds is ‘You can’t repair what you don’t understand.’ This beautiful book is an act of understanding as a work of art.”

—RANDY KENNEDY, bestselling author of Presidio

“After a lifetime of restoring works of art, Rosa Lowinger turns her good hands to examine a life rent by exile and loss. A lyrical and moving memoir of art, family, and the flawed material out of which we make and remake our lives. A gorgeously written tribute to an extraordinary family and a reminder that with patience and attention, we may yet repair—if not the world—at least the luminous fragment that belongs to us.”

—ANA MENÉNDEZ, author of Loving Che and The Apartment

“An insightful tale that reveals a kaleidoscope of worlds that Rosa Lowinger navigates to chart a life in colors and materials, joys and calamities, rendering lives that were forced into exile many times but always eager to build a sense of home and purpose. A moving account filled with the eccentricities of life, family, and the love of something (and its preservation) that is sometimes beyond words.”

—HRAG VARTANIAN, cofounder and editor-in-chief, Hyperallergic
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Understanding matter is necessary to understanding the universe and ourselves…

—PRIMO LEVI

Buildings are like the words of the people… A carved stone is a book.

—JOSÉ MARTÍ









PART ONE








Chapter One MARBLE


In a Jewish orphanage on the edge of Old Havana, a little girl drags a soapy rag over a long, white marble tabletop. There are twenty of these tables, and twice a day this six-year-old’s job is to scrub ten of them clean of chicken, rice, and black beans—the typical ingredients of a Cuban supper. Pork would never be served here, of course. Neither would beef, because it costs too much. On Friday nights, the orphans might eat soup with matzo balls or long egg noodles slathered with chicken schmaltz. The girl likes both these foods. But she won’t eat kasha varnishkes, no matter how hungry she is, how much they spank her, or send her to bed hungry. She is maddeningly stubborn. Beatings don’t subdue her, neither does making her scrub the marble tables, the hardest task given to any of the little ones.

This girl became my mother. She was born on September 8, 1932, a national holiday in Cuba celebrating la Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre, the island’s patron saint. Most Catholic girls born on this day are named some version of Caridad—charity in Spanish. They are typically dressed in yellow baby clothes, the color linked to Ochún, the powerful female Yoruba spirit deity syncretized with la Virgin de la Caridad. My mother’s parents, Jewish immigrants, named her Ita in Yiddish and Hilda in Spanish.

Three weeks later, her mother died. “I was a ten-pound baby,” my mother says, blaming herself. She also faults the system that required C-sections be authorized by a priest or rabbi. “By the time the rabbi arrived at the hospital, I had torn my mother up.”

In Afro-Cuban Yoruba religions, each orisha, or spirit deity, manifests specific qualities of the Supreme Being. Ochún controls fresh waters, rivers, divinity, fertility, and love. The men and women born under her guardianship are gregarious and seductive, the life of the party. But cross them and watch out. This river orisha is vain, spiteful, and quick to anger. “I don’t forgive, and I don’t forget,” my mother has said for as long as I can remember.

Throughout my life, I have received this warning.



MY MOTHER’S FATHER WAS ALIVE when she was sent to the orphanage. Born in 1906 in Bessarabia, then part of eastern Romania, Samuel Peresechensky left Europe in the 1920s on a boat bound for America. Because the 1920s were a time of extreme xenophobia in the United States, with the first anti-European immigration quotas codified into law by the Emergency Quota Act of 1921 and the Immigration Act of 1924, Samuel was left off in Havana. This was not a bad choice for an immigrant trying to reach Ellis Island. For one thing, Havana was far closer than, say, Caracas or Buenos Aires. There was also practically an open door between the United States and Cuba. Within six months, immigrants were virtually guaranteed a visa to enter the goldene medinah, the “golden land,” as the United States was called in Yiddish. In the meantime, there was plenty of work in Cuba. The republic was barely more than twenty years old, and the country’s fifth president, Gerardo Machado—a man elected by a landslide who would later usurp power and be portrayed on the cover of Time magazine as “Cuba’s Dictator”—was in the middle of a robust public works project to complete the country’s trans-island railroad, and another to begin construction on a highway crossing the 750-mile length of the island. There was work for stevedores along the docks and for masons in the construction of buildings like the grand headquarters of Bacardí Rum, the Hotel Nacional de Cuba, and a new capitol building that would bear an uncanny resemblance to the one in Washington.

My grandfather Samuel quickly fell in love with his new hometown. His favorite parts were the dance halls and backroom gambling parlors, where you could play cards and bet on the numbers game. And, of course, the city’s many bars, where he habitually overindulged. In 1928, Havana had about seven thousand bars. They were in nightclubs, hotels, restaurants, even corner bodegas and cigar shops. This proliferation was in large part due to Prohibition in the United States. No longer allowed to legally drink at home, Americans were flocking south to watering holes in Havana. Many American barkeeps moved their operations there as well. Being a bustling port and tourist town, Havana was also known for its burlesque theaters, red light district, and easily available women along the docks. My grandfather Samuel patronized those as well, even after marriage.

Then his wife died giving birth to his first child.

My mother has no memory of what happened next. She thinks her father left her in the care of her maternal grandmother, Chaya Felman, a woman who became paralyzed from the shock of losing her younger daughter. A few years later, my mother was back in Samuel’s care, living in a room they rented from a couple who had come from the Galician region of Spain. When Samuel went to work, he left my mother in the care of their landlords, who owned a laundry downstairs. My mother lights up at the memory of those days. “Los Gallegos taught me to iron with one of those big hot presses that I had to push down with all my weight. I used a flatiron also, that you had to heat on a stove and pick up with a towel.” At the end of the day, Samuel would come home from the docks with a bag of oysters in hand. “He had a special knife to open them,” my mother recalls. “I would eat the whole bag.”

This happy portrait of a green-eyed, olive-skinned, dark-haired four-year-old who eats oysters with her father and enjoys pressing shirts “beginning always with the collar, then moving down to the area around the buttons, then the buttonholes,” didn’t last. Samuel came down with gout. Unable to walk, he couldn’t work or pay the rent. My mother was sent back to her grandmother, who was living with her other daughter’s family. My mother helped bathe and dress her paralyzed grandmother. Her aunt gave her a bed and food, but nothing else. “I used to collect bottles on the street and turn them in at the bodega—ten centavos for five bottles—so I could buy myself a sweet from the peddler who came down the street. My aunt didn’t like me because she thought my grandmother loved me more than her own children. She took my mother’s clothes, jewelry, and silverware, which were locked in a trunk, and gave them to my cousins.”

Eventually, my mother’s aunt called her father and said: “Hilda can’t live here anymore. She is a bother.” That is how my mother ended up living in an orphanage where she became adept at cleaning marble.



I, TOO, AM AN EXPERT cleaner of marble. I am an art conservator, specializing in sculpture, decorative objects, and historic architectural materials. To me, it seems a strange luxury to use marble for an orphanage’s dining tables. Marble implies wealth and elegance. It’s the material of ambitious architecture, like the Parthenon in Greece, the Taj Mahal in India, and the Washington Monument. An archaeologist I know who works on Roman sites in Israel says that marble columns “sound different, richer, when you scrape them with your trowel.” The first Roman emperor, Augustus Caesar, famously declared his imprint on civilization with the words, “I found Rome a city of bricks and left one of marble.”

Marble is a metamorphic stone, forged by the heat and pressure of the Earth’s crust on another stone, in this case limestone. This geologic process squeezes the pores of calcite crystals over centuries to make a stone that takes well to polishing and intricate carving. There are marble quarries all over the world, including Cuba. The stone comes in dozens of colors and patterns, but by far the most prized is a translucent stone with a bluish cast from the Italian Tuscan hill region surrounding the city of Carrara. “The marble not yet carved can hold the form of every thought the greatest artist has,” said Michelangelo Buonarroti, arguably the most famous marble sculptor of all time.

Diagonally across the street from the orphanage where my mother lived sits an odd Carrara marble sculpture from 1837. Carved by an Italian sculptor when Cuba was a Spanish colony, la Fuente de la India, “the Fountain of the Indian,” depicts a Taíno woman, rendered absurdly with classical Greek features and clothing and wearing a feathered headdress festooned with Cuban pineapples. Over the many years I have traveled back to Cuba, I’ve seen this sculpture grow dingy with grime, then get scoured with sandblasters and power washers, then darken with dirt all over again. It’s a vicious cycle that gets worse each time, because though cleaning by acid, bleach, and sandblasting are fast ways to remove pollutants, those methods erode marble and make it more porous. The resulting nooks and crannies become places for dirt to collect faster and deeper.

In art conservation, we avoid such harsh processes. We are the masters of the slow and steady, using only methods and materials that do their job without inflicting damage. This takes many different forms, but in cleaning, the measure of how long it takes for a product to work on a substrate is called its dwell time. Dwell time can also mean the total time a person spends in an airport, or looking at a web page, or the time a family lingers at a border, waiting to get into a country, or the time you live in a city before moving on. In conservation, dwell time references chemical activity. The stronger and more reactive a material, the shorter time it takes to do its job, and vice-versa. We wash our hands for twenty seconds because soap needs that much dwell time to kill viruses. If you washed your hands with bleach, the dwell time would be shorter, but your skin would burn and peel, the remedy worse than any possible disease. The same is true for works of art.



THE ORPHANAGE WHERE MY MOTHER spent her youth was founded in the early 1920s as part of an Ashkenazi home for poor Jewish women that was originally called the Meydlheim. The Meydlheim’s goal was to protect young women who had come to Cuba in search of economic opportunity or husbands with whom they had lost contact during World War I. In 1921, many of these were girls who had come from the war-torn regions of Grodno and Bialystok, in what is now Poland. Others were survivors of the Kiev pogroms, a campaign of violence that saw seventy thousand Jews slaughtered and thousands of Jewish women and girls raped by Cossacks and army officers. The Meydlheim provided a familiar place for these destitute, malnourished, and traumatized women. Eventually folded into another organization called the Froyen Farayn (a women’s group), the home offered a place to speak Yiddish and eat matzo balls amid the suffocating heat and insects of this strange tropical land of endless sunshine. Many of the women were taught to read and to sew, using machines donated by US-based Jewish welfare agencies. Some were assigned the job of caring for the orphanage’s younger children.

My mother’s caretaker was a quiet, pale-faced teenager named Ana Mintz. Ana had been born in Paris to Polish immigrants. When the family immigrated to Cuba, they remained so poor that two of Ana’s siblings—twins—starved to death. Though she was only ten years older than my mother, Ana doted on her little charge, making her bed and helping keep her few items of clothing tidy. Each night, after supper, my grandfather would whistle at the gate for my mother. “Don’t go,” Ana would beg. “They’ll beat you, Hildita. Please.”

My mother went down anyway. Desperate to spend five minutes with the only person in the world who she felt truly loved her, she scampered down the back stairs, knowing that the Froyen Farayn’s director would be waiting for her with a leather strap when she came back.

“You have to stop this,” Ana cried. “I am going to tell your father what is happening!”

“Don’t you dare,” my mother warned. “Or he’ll stop coming.”



WHEN I WAS FIVE YEARS old, about the age my mother was when she arrived at the Froyen Farayn, my mother often hit me. We were living in Miami Beach then, newly arrived Cuban exiles. My parents had left everything behind: family, possessions, an apartment building that my grandparents owned. We lived in a tiny, rented, one-bedroom apartment, the windows of which looked out onto Washington Avenue in South Beach. It was to be temporary, as we waited for the United States to take action and get rid of the communists ninety miles from its shores. That’s what my father said all the time.

My mother was not so sanguine. Life had kicked her too much to think otherwise. She cooked, cleaned, and did laundry. My uncles Felix and Enrique lived with us, and there were twenty-one men’s shirts a week to iron. She did it all expertly. But underneath her façade of exactitude was smoldering rage. How could this have happened to her? After the orphanage and years of poverty, after she had managed to marry into a good family, how could she again be pinching pennies, worrying about survival? My mother scrubbed and swept with pursed lips and a furrowed brow. All it took for the volcano to erupt were minor infractions, like my not being hungry at dinnertime, not putting my crayons away, not wanting to take a bath—anything and everything. I never knew when she would strike.

I managed by drawing. I filled notebooks and doodled in the margins of Little Golden Books. I drew flowers, houses, girls with bobs and ponytails like Betty and Veronica from Archie Comics, embellishing facial features and hairdos in a Wonder Books Easy Reader titled Barbie Goes to a Party. I adored Barbie, that classic American girl, with her ponytail and helpful, smiling mother. “Would you like to wear this?” Mother asks. I imagined all American mothers to be cheerful like Barbie’s. “Yes, Mother, I like this dress!” Flouncy dresses, ribbons, pedal pushers, black flats, and a book bag slung across her shoulders. I drew pine trees, roses, houses with peaked roofs and casement windows like the ones I saw on Father Knows Best and Lassie. Smoke rising from chimneys, snowcapped mountains—never the beach or a palm tree or anything remotely tropical.

My future peregrinations were in those drawings. By the time I was a teenager, I could not wait to leave Miami. I wanted to get away from my parents, and also the cloying nostalgia of Cuban exiles. I couldn’t stand the handwringing—“Perdimos nuestro pais. We lost our country”—that was the thrumming subtext to El Exilio, as Cubans refer to life outside the island.

We’d lost an island, but gained America. Refugees around the world were clamoring to get into this amazing country. We were welcomed, privileged immigrants. In 1972, a 6.3 magnitude earthquake devastated Nicaragua, leaving thousands dead and tens of thousands homeless. I dreamed about that earthquake for weeks. I worried about Nixon, napalm, Kent State, racial justice, not the spread of communism.

For reasons I didn’t quite understand, my strict Cuban Jewish parents agreed to let me go away to college. They scraped together the tuition and did not even protest when I said I wanted to study art. (They only refused to let me study theater, because it “leads to too much sleeping around.”) At Brandeis University, I enrolled in drawing and painting classes. Everything I produced felt forced and bland, the charcoals messy with fingerprints and blurry lines. Pencil drawings looked like scribbles, and not in a good Cy Twombly way. My paintings were even worse. I muddled the colors, unable to make sense of using lights and darks to juxtapose forms. In high school, I’d taken after-school classes with a woman who had us copy kitschy renderings of fruit bowls, scenes of boats and sunsets, and turbaned women weaving baskets. My college paintings were no more interesting.

I dropped painting and turned to sculpture. The professor, Peter Grippe, was an old-school abstract expressionist who was friends with Willem and Elaine de Kooning and had taught alongside them and Buckminster Fuller at Black Mountain College in the 1940s. Grippe was an apt name for this man. He’d strut around us students as we tried to build clay torsos around wire armatures, gripped with fervor for the creative process. “Sculpture is movement—these figures must contain within them every bit of air that touches them,” he’d exclaim breathlessly, quoting the Italian Futurist Umberto Boccioni. I could just hear my mother’s reaction: “¿Que le pasa a ese tipo? Está loco?” (“What’s wrong with that guy? Is he nuts?”)

When I switched yet again, from sculpture to printmaking, I was finally read the riot act: “Make a decision or come home. You’re wasting our money.”

They had a point. Dabbling in art was rich girl stuff—maybe okay in families where generations had gone to college, but not families where you were the first to do so, where your mother worked as an optician for Sears and your father spent weeks on the road, selling eyeglasses. To my relief, printmaking stuck with me. In retrospect, I think it was the medium’s technical requirements. All those plates to coat, scratch, and soak; the presses to calibrate; the paper to dampen. I was good at it. I even made a few nice etchings and monotypes.

Around this same time, I enrolled in an art history class titled “Early Medieval Art.” It was my sophomore year and I had degree requirements to fill. The class was held at 8:30 a.m., a perfect time of day to roll in right before my work study job at the Rose Art Museum, or after pulling an all-nighter in the print studio. The subject didn’t interest me, but I’d heard that the professor was a good lecturer.

The man who would shift my life’s path arrived to class one brisk and golden autumn morning wearing a brown wool three-piece suit, a white shirt, and tweed tie. Almost a caricature of the prim, buttoned-up scholar, Dr. Joachim Gaehde stepped up to the lectern and pulled a set of notes and half-eye reading glasses from an old leather briefcase. He ran a hand through his ash-colored hair, and said, “Lights down, please,” in softly German-accented English. The sparsely filled lecture hall darkened. Images of wall paintings from the Roman catacombs appeared on the wall-sized screen.

“The earliest surviving Christian paintings were made at a time when adherence to the religion was punishable by death,” he began. The origins of Western iconography unfolded behind him. Baptisms. Good Shepherds. Loaves and Fishes. Saints and Maji. Dr. Gaehde told a story of forbidden imagery, a religion in its infancy. Next up were the Junius Bassus and Dogmatic sarcophagi, fourth-century masterpieces carved in high relief out of Italian marble. These caskets, made when Christianity was already codified in most of Europe, portrayed biblical scenes in stirring, intimate detail: Eve at the Expulsion from Eden. Isaac sacrificed by Abraham. Moses striking the rock, the act that would keep him from the Promised Land. Dour Pontius Pilate making the Italian cornu gesture at the Son of Man.

Sleep-deprived as any college student, I bolted upright. Here was a world of works of art that people were willing to die for. Crosses and chalices, illuminated Books of Hours, miniature bejeweled caskets that held bits of martyrs’ bones or blood. I was particularly taken with the glittering mosaics from Rome and Ravenna, with their images of angels, barnyard animals, and the glowering visages of saints and conquerors. The lecture room felt holy, precious, scented with the warmth of plastic slides, the soft accented voice of the professor. As a child, I’d gone to Jewish schools and practiced a moderate form of Conservative Judaism. Certainly, I was no Christian. Still, I was struck in the heart. My hands shook as I took notes.

During a weekly phone call to Miami, I told my parents, “I think I might want to study medieval art history.”

When I described what the subject was all about, my mother hit the roof. “Te volviste loca? We’ve watched you wasting months, doing nothing, making ‘prints,’ whatever the fuck that is. Te lo acceptamos, because that’s what you say you like. But everything has a limit, Rosita. You think we’re going to pay for you to study the art of the goyim? Tzelems? Crucifixions? Churches where they slaughtered Jews for centuries? Qué va!”

Really, what was I thinking? I might as well have told them I was going to get tattooed from head to toe. “Fine, I’ll change my topic. But it’s going to be art history,” I snapped petulantly. I kept taking Gaehde’s classes anyway. Gothic Architecture, Ottonian Manuscripts. Really obscure stuff. After a while, I spent less time making works of art and more time studying them.

One steely November afternoon during my junior year, I was in Professor Gaehde’s office for an advisory session.

He asked, “What is your plan after graduation?”

After all the seminars and classes I had taken with him, how could he not know I was headed to graduate school? I said as much. My mouth felt dry. He lit a cigarette. Smoke ribboned in front of the view of low-slung clouds. Outside, a wide New England lawn was dusted with frost. I waited and waited, sweat trickling under the collar of my turtleneck.

Finally, Professor Gaehde offered, “Have you ever thought about art conservation?”

“No, sir.” I’d never heard of it, of course.

He nodded. “My wife is quite well known in the field of paper conservation. You might find it enjoyable, given your good hand skills.”



TWO YEARS LATER, I found myself in the cavernous atrium that would soon be the Metropolitan Museum’s new American Wing. I was one of five conservation graduate students hired to assist with readying the artworks for the opening. Most of us were assigned to the cleaning and reassembly of Louis Comfort Tiffany’s ceramic and glass entrance loggia for Laurelton Hall, his Oyster Bay, Long Island, mansion. My fellow student Judith Levinson (who would become director of conservation at the American Museum of Natural History) and I were there to work on a nineteenth-century fireplace that had been originally designed by American artists John La Farge and Augustus Saint-Gaudens for the grand entryway of Cornelius Vanderbilt II’s mansion on Fifth Avenue.

The Vanderbilt mantel is made of oak, mosaic, iron, and Numidian marble, a rare maroon-red stone with white veining and grey striations. Most prominent among the mantel’s features are a pair of larger-than-life-size classical female caryatids, Amor (Love) and Pax (Peace), who hold up the entablature and mosaic on bowed heads and upraised arms. The five-panel mosaic depicts a woman, also classically draped, who holds a garland in each hand and is flanked by a Latin phrase that translates to: “The house at its threshold gives evidence of the master’s goodwill. Welcome to the guest who arrives; farewell and helpfulness to him who departs.”

In 1925, when Vanderbilt’s mansion was demolished, the mantelpiece was donated to the Met by his widow, and later loaned to the new Whitney Museum. By the time it returned to the Met for installation in the American Wing, the caryatids were missing. It is not clear at what point this happened, but they were eventually found lying in the ground of a garden belonging to Cornelius’s daughter Gertrude, a sculptor in her own right.

The American Wing was still a construction site, humid with the scent of wet concrete, noisy with motors, hammering, workers shouting, the backup beeps of forklifts, and the clatter of gantry chains that were hoisting Tiffany’s brightly glazed floral ceramic capitals onto fluted columns. Outside the floor-to-ceiling window-wall was Central Park, dappled with early autumn’s blush. This was a far cry from Miami, where September is at the height of what is known as “snakebite season,” a time of stifling heat, humidity, and hurricane warnings. The mantelpiece, however, was a mess. Judith and I were hunched on the floor in a corner of the atrium, where the portions of the mantelpiece were littered. The huge caryatids were broken in half, missing fingers and small chips from their hair and garments. Scoured by the salt air of Long Island, they did not even seem to be the same Numidian marble as the other mantel parts. Worst of all was the central mosaic I was assigned to. Made of half-inch marble stones, known as tesserae, set into plaster, it was fracturing and out of alignment. Marble tesserae were either loose, missing, or jammed above the surface.

As students, we were guided carefully by the Met’s conservators, not left to our own devices. But still, this was like being thrown into the deep end of a pool. Hand skills? My fingers felt arthritic, frozen in the chilly atrium air. How could one even begin to deal with missing bits, a splintering mosaic, and the caryatids, whose marble was so eroded that the hard white veins of calcite stood proud on the russet-colored surface like sugared icing on a cake?

Those questions are answered in a published paper that Judith and I authored in 1980. But not included in that academic essay is the first essential principle I learned about my new chosen vocation: Conservation is a mix of art, science, and hand skills, but it is fundamentally the art of understanding damage. You can’t repair what you don’t comprehend. You need to know the chemical makeup of the Numidian marble to understand that the iron inclusions that give it that deep red color also make it susceptible to salt damage. Where the material comes from (North Africa), what it was intended to do (serve as an architectural showpiece), and what happened to it along the way (dismantled several times, backed with concrete, languishing along an oceanfront for twenty-two years) are the first things you need to know before you plan a conservation treatment.

Welcome to the guest who arrives, stated the mosaic panel. That autumn, I embraced conservation as a boat that would take me to new landscapes, ones filled with grand works of art that had nothing to do with the constant strife of my burdened and overbearing parents. But little did I know that this odd profession I had lucked into, thanks to Dr. Gaehde, would be the pathway to a personal restoration, one that would soon take me around the world, then back to everything I had fled—Miami, Cuba, and my family.



A DECADE LATER, on a windy hilltop in the Cuban colonial town of Guanabacoa, I was struck by the idea that, on a molecular level, both marble and human bones are made primarily of calcium carbonate. This rumination occurred to me for no particular reason while walking among the marble graves of United Hebrew Congregation Centro Macabeo Beyt Hayim, Cuba’s largest Jewish cemetery. I was taken there by Luis Lapidus, a lanky and mustachioed preservation architect I had just met at a conference. A little younger than my parents, Lapidus—whose name, coincidentally, translates to “made of stone”—was also the son of Eastern European immigrants to Cuba; but he had supported the 1959 revolution and stayed when many others left the country. On the afternoon that he drove around Havana Harbor in his Soviet-made Lada, Lapidus explained that Guanabacoa is a Taíno word that means “site of the waters.” Although Cuba’s indigenous peoples were decimated by Spanish conquistadores, their presence remains palpable in place names like Guantánamo, which means “Land between the rivers,” and Baracoa, a remote eastern town, where Christopher Columbus is said to have first landed, whose name translates to “the presence of the sea.” Guanabacoa, Lapidus also told me, was known as a center for the practice of Afro-Cuban religions, and the cemetery’s gatekeeper was among a group of santeros who cared for the resting place of Jews by pulling weeds, making sure that broken bits of headstones were collected and cataloged, and cross-referencing names and grave locations in a large ledger that was kept under lock and key.

Those valiant efforts notwithstanding, the Jewish graveyard was in dire condition. Many lids were caving in from their own weight. Stars of David were missing points. Weeds sprouted through hairline cracks and tombs were sugaring, a process that exfoliates small crystals of calcium carbonate. Inscriptions were so caked with fungus that many were hard to read. It looked like a textbook’s worth of marble damage.

Which was the reason Lapidus had brought me here.

“How would you like to teach a workshop on marble restoration here?” he asked.

I could already hear my parents’ indignation. My coming to Cuba for a historic preservation conference had seemed risky and irresponsible to them. A long-term commitment to a place still run by Fidelistas, a place that was then in the throes of post-Soviet economic free fall, would have crossed all boundaries of sanity.

The idea, of course, intrigued me instantly. “We could get a lot done in a week,” I said. “I could bring down all the tools and materials. Except, of course, the solvents.”

Lapidus nodded and squinted toward the ocean, where thunderheads flashed with lightning. “If you want to look for any of your relatives, do it quickly.”

We walked back to the gatekeeper, and I gave him my maternal grandmother’s last name—Oxman. The man flipped the pages of his large book and shook his head. “No está.”

“What about Chaya Felman and Fanny Grunbaum?” I asked, naming my maternal great-grandmother and my father’s aunt. Those he had.

As the clouds rolled in and the air grew humid and metallic tasting, we trotted toward a far end of the graveyard, navigating bulging tree roots, prickly weeds, and broken sidewalks. “Here’s Chaya Felman!” exclaimed Lapidus.

As Jews do, I placed a pebble on the flat headstone of the great-grandmother whose favoritism, according to my mother, was the purported reason her aunt sent her to the orphanage. I said the Kaddish, and Lapidus responded with “amen.” We then headed in the direction of my father’s aunt Fanny’s grave. Lapidus rushed ahead of me. As I hurried to catch up, the tip of my sandal snagged the broken sidewalk. I fell onto a blue-grey tomb with dark striations. It was badly eroded, but the name was clearly visible:

Rosa Oxman Felman.

The grandmother I was named for, the woman whose untimely death framed my entire life, reached out from beyond her marble gravestone to remind me that my interest in repair, the reason I became an art conservator, began right there, with her, in Cuba.






Chapter Two CONCRETE


My father, Leonardo Lowinger, known to all his friends and family as Lindy, was born in Santiago de Cuba on October 23, 1932. Santiago is a coastal port town, the fifth villa established by Spanish conquistador Diego Velásquez de Cuéllar in his circumnavigation of the island. The hilly eastern city served briefly as the capital of colonial Cuba in the sixteenth century. It is five hundred miles from Havana, half that distance from Haiti. Eastern European Jewish immigrants almost never went there. My paternal grandfather, from Cluj in northern Transylvania, was one of the few exceptions.

Known as Bumi to his friends, Avrom Lövinger was the polar opposite of my mother’s nightlife-loving father. The son of a devout scholar-rabbi who made a meager living certifying the kosher status of slaughtered meats, Bumi was the hardworking eleventh child in a family of twelve children. The Lövingers were so poor that they subsisted, in part, on food donated by neighbors. Most of the nine sons worked itinerant jobs, traveling as far away as Zagreb and Sofia.

When he was twenty years old, Bumi boarded a cargo ship in steerage class bound for America. No one remembers what city or even what country he left from. Like Samuel Persechensky, he had dreams of Ellis Island. And like Samuel, fifteen days later, he found himself standing on deck alongside a cadre of new Yiddish-speaking friends. As the boat pulled into port, they watched the Cuban flag wave atop Havana’s Morro Castle. Upon disembarking, the Eastern Europeans made a beeline for the US embassy. Bumi was told it would take about six months to get his visa. Quickly picking up some Spanish, which sounded a lot like Romanian (he also spoke Hungarian, German, and Yiddish), Bumi learned that the government was hiring laborers for the cross-island railroad project. He’d have to relocate to far-off corners of the island, where he might not hear about his visa until long after it came, and where he would be doing hard labor among Chinese and African workers without another Jew in sight. But Bumi was used to peripatetic living, and this work paid one peso (on par with the US dollar at that time) per day. The government was also providing the laborers with transportation, food, and lodging.

I remember my grandfather as a dour man of few words, a man whose face was scrunched into a strange squint, his mouth a taut half smile. “That look was frozen on his face from years of laboring in the sun,” my father explained. In a document he wrote in his later years, titled “My Father, Alberto, and My Mother, Blanca,” my father described his father as a man who “suffered what we call today anxiety; in those times, it was called loneliness.”

As the railroad line moved eastward into sugarcane country, Bumi began noticing Jews with pushcarts selling merchandise around the mills. He asked around in Yiddish, and learned that many of the peddlers had come east like him, to work on the central highway. Many of the laborers were from Haiti and the Dominican Republic. They preferred to spend their earnings with the Jews rather than at the company stores, which charged exorbitant prices.

Having saved enough to travel back to Havana, the peddlers bought staples like soap, razor blades, work shirts, and dungarees from the wholesale houses in the old city, which they sold on payday to the workers from the mills. The peddlers prospered, and many opened brick-and-mortar stores in rural places like Manzanillo, Agramonte, and Trinidad.

Soon Bumi had a pushcart of his own. He became a natural leader among his fellow peddlers. “They all wanted the same customers for the same goods,” said my father. “In Yiddish, their only common language, my father got them to make an agreement with one another. One payday he would sell the razors, and another would sell the dungarees. Another day, he would sell the cologne, and another the toothbrushes. Then they would switch, and so on.” When Bumi decided to open his own store, a Spaniard told him that the secret to getting credit was to “sign with an X so they think you can’t read or write. That way they think you’re not smart enough to cheat them.”

My grandfather changed his name from Avrom to Alberto and opened a place in Santa Cruz del Sur, a coastal town founded in 1871 about fifty-five miles southeast of Camagüey, the capital of Camagüey Province. A born entrepreneur, Alberto set up shop next door to the largest store in town and sold the same dry goods, clothing, household items, hardware, toys, and eyeglasses they did. He figured: “This is where people are going to buy. They already know the area. And I’ll be happy enough with only the customers the big store cannot serve, or those that get angry at them. Being bigger, they also have more expenses. I can sell cheaper and still make a good profit.”

He did well and, within a few years, opened a second store. But success only heightened his anxiety. “On purchasing trips to Havana, he kept to himself, hardly mingling with his old friends from the boat and never going out, except to eat in a kosher restaurant or attend synagogue,” wrote my father.

In one of the letters he sent back to Cluj—letters in which he would send cash wrapped in carbon paper so no one could detect that there was money inside—my grandfather Alberto asked his mother to choose a bride for him and send her to Cuba. Four months later, Blankutza Grunbaum, the quiet daughter of a religious poultry farmer whose beneficence was often the Lövinger family’s only sustenance, arrived in Havana.



I PICTURE THAT YOUNG WOMAN, my grandmother, arriving in the tropics to marry a man she didn’t know. The ship is out at sea for weeks, the weather growing hotter every day. Finally, they see the coast, maybe in the amber morning light, muted by salt spray. Before her, on a high bluff, is the Hotel Nacional, a large cream-colored building topped by a Cuban flag. My future Abuela jostles for position on the deck as the ship slows through a narrow harbor channel flanked by fortresses and turrets. Strange birds hover overhead, their bills like sacks of flour. The ship moors by a large, squat building. The steerage passengers wait while those in first and second class disembark. My future Abuela is twenty years old—nearly ancient for an unmarried Jewish girl. Short, curly haired, and “no beauty,” as her new husband will later tell their firstborn son, she pines secretly for a Hungarian stage actor whose autographed sepia photo she has carried across the Atlantic.

Soon it is her turn to walk down the gangplank. The city stinks of fish and sweat. Blankutza waits to have her papers stamped, then she is released into the white light of the city. A “skinny, sour-faced man,” as she will later tell her sons, approaches her, holding a sign with her name written in a shaky hand.

He greets her politely, aloofly, squinting. “Here, I am known as Alberto, but you can call me Bumi.” He picks up her bag and strides ahead, as nervous as she is. They cross a plaza with a marble fountain sculpted with lions where pigeons hover, awaiting crumbs. The heat rises; she hears a glut of languages. Her future husband hurries past buildings made of a material that contains small fossils.

Despite the Great Depression, which had devastated the economy back home in Romania, Blankutza sees construction all around, winches grinding, giant birdlike cranes dangling I-beams that hover over half-built structures. Oolitic limestone, a calcium carbonate stone that contains small fossils of marine creatures, is the main material of the ancient colonial city. But practically everything my future Abuela saw being built, as she traversed Havana on her way to being married and then boarding a train for eastern Cuba, was made of concrete.



LOOK OUT YOUR WINDOW. Chances are that much of what you’ll see is made of concrete. There’s twice as much concrete on our planet as all other construction materials (wood, metals, plastics) put together. This versatile material is as old as civilization. Marble might be synonymous with Rome, but it was the empire’s formidable concrete that allowed it to build the aqueducts and fortifications that defined its economic and military might.

Ancient concrete was made by heating limestone to the point where it disintegrates, then adding a blend of gravel, crushed rocks, or pebbles. The concrete that built early-twentieth-century Havana used Portland cement as its primary component. Made by adding gypsum to traditional lime mortar, Portland cement was patented by an English bricklayer in 1824 and improved in the 1850s, when a French gardener came up with the idea of adding steel reinforcements, typically mesh or rods, to add tensile strength to concrete’s brute compression power. This transformed a material that was strong, but cracked easily when stretched or torqued, into one that could withstand forces in many directions. Buildings could be confidently built taller, faster, cheaper, and with elaborate ornamentation.



THOUGH ALBERTO AND BLANKUTZA, who quickly became known as Blanca, were initially disappointed, they soon found the good in each other. Alberto recognized in his new bride “the essence of kindness, humbleness [sic], and family orientation.” She was a gifted cook, especially of the Hungarian dishes—chicken paprikash, stuffed cabbage, and a dizzying array of complicated pastries—he had been craving since his arrival in the tropics. Blanca found Alberto faithful and hardworking, someone she could trust to provide a good living for her and their family. He had some strange habits, like banging his head against the wall when he was angry or frustrated. Having traveled halfway across the world to marry this man, she tended “to the torments of his soul” as part of her job as a wife.

However, when her first son, my father, was born, the tables turned. As soon as they returned from Santiago to Santa Cruz del Sur, Blanca’s normally level demeanor unraveled.

“We are all going to die,” she augured gloomily.

Alberto paid her no attention. There were no words then for postpartum depression, but he had been forewarned by his mother that some women become meshuganeh after giving birth. Blanca would not eat or sleep. Her hands shook, and she wept all day. “Please, let’s go, let’s go,” she begged. Alberto, who was himself always on the verge of fraying, finally gave in. The family left for the inland city of Camagüey, where he was thinking of opening yet another dry-goods store. He had already decided to close the store in Santiago, which was floundering.

What neither of them knew was that a hurricane was tracking westward across the Caribbean, heading straight for Santa Cruz del Sur. Cuba’s National Hurricane Center issued its first warning to residents on November 5, a day before the storm intensified to a Category 5, with 175 mile-per-hour winds. The news did not reach the coastal city. There was no evacuation, a fact that experts still wonder about, as it was clear that the event would be cataclysmic. The storm made landfall on November 9, seventeen days after my father was born. A six-foot storm surge destroyed the town. Alberto lost his store and house. But Blanca’s precognition had spared them the fate of 2,870 people—80 percent of the town’s residents—who drowned in the tsunami.

And now Alberto knew he had married someone with “the vision,” as their people in Transylvania called it. This sixth sense blanketed the family with a certain calm, an antidote to Alberto’s fury. “He never hit us, but his anger scared us,” explained my father. “When he banged his head, we would hide under the bed.” “We” included his brother, Enrique, four years younger, a mischievous, happy-go-lucky child who, like many second sons, bore none of the weight of legacy placed on the firstborn.

“When you graduate, you will work for me and eventually take over the business,” Alberto made clear to my father when he was in high school. By then the Lovingers (Alberto had dropped the umlaut) were living in Havana. Blanca insisted that they move there as my father approached bar mitzvah age, for it was clear that in hyper-Catholic Camagüey (the city’s prosperity in the eighteenth century earned it the moniker “City of Churches”), there would be slim pickings of Jewish girls to date or marry. My grandfather kept the large store in Camagüey and opened one at 227 Calle Bernaza, a narrow street along the border of Old Havana, which had many other Jewish stores, the most prosperous of all owned by the Neiman family (no relation to Neiman Marcus), wholesalers who sold work clothes to the sugar factories. There were Jewish fabric stores on Muralla Street, Sephardic-owned leather goods stores on Teniente Rey, and Jewish diamond cutters on San Rafael Street near the glamorous department stores. The Lovingers had a successful quincallería, a store that sold hardware and dry goods—scissors, hammers, lighters, costume jewelry, dolls and toys, sewing supplies, baby bottles, even condoms. Alberto was making a good deal of money, saving “ten cents for every dollar he made.” The family lived above the store in a four-room, railroad-style apartment.

As my father neared his high school graduation, Alberto’s closest friend, a fellow Hungarian speaker named Fabian Weiss, suggested he invest in property. Weiss had made a lot of money during World War II as the exclusive representative of all the fine European watch brands. My father was delighted. “I had graduated with a [high school] degree in accounting, but I wanted to become an architect.”



IN 1949, the year my father graduated from high school, Havana was in the middle of an architectural revolution. Annual construction costs for registered projects had soared upward of forty-six million pesos, equivalent to approximately half a billion dollars today. And what was being built was like nothing ever seen before in Cuba. Gone were the ponderous colonial buildings, austere art deco towers, and even fancifully decorated art nouveau, neo-baroque, and eclectic houses, the latter a term that describes a mishmash early-twentieth-century style. Cuban modernism was spare, avant garde, and geometric. Liberally using thin shell vaults—a reinforced concrete technology that allowed for wide areas to be spanned without the use of internal supports—architects created sweeping, arched rooflines, some barely three inches thick. Designs were self-consciously exuberant and tropical. Some, like Max Borges Recio’s Náutico Beach Club (1953) and his Arcos de Cristal nightclub for the Tropicana cabaret (1952), showcased the outdoors by using glass windows set between thin concrete arches. Other buildings were decorated with brick, terrazzo, hardwoods, metal, mosaics, colored glass, and, of course, concrete that was raked, pocked, perforated, and treated to expose its aggregate. The resulting architecture was both very modern and very Cuban, for it deliberately made use of the porticoes, patios, and louvered windows that had been used for centuries to manage the torrid climate.

Modernism was not simply a way of building; for Cuban artists and intellectuals of the mid-twentieth century, it was the post-colonial, philosophical, and conceptual crux of what it meant to be cubano. In painting and sculpture, the movement was called La Vanguardia, or “Vanguard.” Started in the 1920s by painters who had traveled to Paris, rejecting the classical nineteenth-century training offered by the Cuban National Art School, it used the styles of Cubism, Surrealism, and Fauvism to produce artworks that were distinctly Cuban in subject matter, and searingly critical of the era’s corrupt politics, especially when it came to the treatment of campesinos. In music, the movement began first with the mambo, a jaunty, syncopated dance style that in the 1930s modernized traditional Cuban dance styles with big band sounds and jazz riffs, and continued in the 1940s with the development of Afro-Cuban jazz and cha-cha-cha. These styles took the world by storm.

Cuba’s two main architectural magazines published the works and writings of international superstars Frank Lloyd Wright, Walter Gropius, and Le Corbusier in the 1920s. In 1938, both Gropius and Austrian American architect Richard Neutra visited the University of Havana’s school of architecture. Cuban would-be architects also studied abroad, most notably at Harvard and the Georgia Institute of Technology, where the world’s greatest innovators with thin-shell concrete construction taught, among them Pier Luigi Nervi from Italy, Eduardo Torroja from Spain, and Félix Candela from Mexico. My father would have given anything to be among them. But Alberto was an immigrant who had traveled across the world to build a business. Though his younger son, Enrique, was encouraged to become an optometrist, the eldest, my father, was expected to help run the family business.

“I’ll tell you what,” said my grandfather to my father. “How about if I buy a plot of land, and you design a building for us. As an architect, you’d only make a few thousand dollars working for someone else. This way, you can own the building too.”

Guiding himself with Brazilian architectural magazines that included photographs of buildings he referred to as “futuristic,” my father got down to work. He sketched a fourteen-unit structure with a grand, sweeping exterior, a thin-shell concrete entryway, and kidney-shaped balconies. The interior hallway had a curved staircase with bronze banisters, marble-paneled hallways, and two-bedroom apartments featuring geometric, wooden-screen dividers between the living and dining rooms. My grandfather bought a plot of land in the swanky seaside neighborhood called Vedado, and hired a licensed architect to turn his son’s drawing into plans and manage the construction and engineering. According to my father, the architect/contractor said of his design, “Let me simplify some details, and I’ll give you the cost of both designs so you decide which one makes more sense.”

Though this smacks of collusion between Alberto and the architect, my father had no choice but to agree. “At least they left the interior the way I wanted it.”



MOST CONCRETE IS UTILITARIAN, austere, and ugly. It causes heat buildup in cities and prevents water absorption into soils. Production of Portland cement is an environmental disaster, responsible for a whopping 8 percent of global greenhouse gases. Concrete sculpture calls to mind austere, Soviet-era monoliths of proletariat war heroes and workers. Brutalist buildings (a term that itself erroneously infers contempt) seem to be all about soulless, cost-saving government megastructures—courthouses, city halls, and low-income housing. But in the hands of a true artist, concrete, like marble, can be the essence of sublimity. Artists like Donald Judd and Nancy Holt have used concrete to create sculptures that are velvety in texture, subtly varied: the essence of modernism. Postwar architects throughout the world have used unpainted, reinforced concrete to display wooden formwork, variegated aggregate, and pocked fissures known as “bug holes” that result in aesthetic masterpieces. Just fly into Dulles International Airport, designed by Finnish architect Eero Saarinen, or thumb through a book on Brutalism, and you will be astonished.

Though concrete repair is a vast modern industry (it has its own gargantuan trade show, World of Concrete, held annually at the Las Vegas Convention Center), repairing “aesthetically significant” concrete—especially when it is unpainted and on the scale of a building—is more difficult than doing the same with a traditional material, like marble. To restore it you are forced to go nose to nose with its essence; you cannot scumble your repairs with varnishes and coatings. You have to reverse engineer the process, understand the mix, the aggregate, how it was poured, what type of wood was used for the mold, and whether retardants or release agents were introduced to alter the drying. It takes repeated testing, patience, craftsmanship, and the belief that it is possible to reach the goal, for owners and contractors frequently like to say it is not doable. Even then, you’re working blind until the mix cures, which can be up to a year. Achieving this aesthetic, and making sure that the concrete is of the right strength, is a tricky high-wire act. Then again, who really thinks of concrete as a thing of beauty?

My father did. I know because he told me so, about ten years ago, when I was explaining the care that needed to be taken when removing graffiti from the concrete formwork of the Miami Marine Stadium. Built in 1963, when thousands of Cubans began pouring into Miami, fleeing Castroism, the Marine Stadium is a striking, sculptural grandstand that sits partially in an aquatic basin and boasts a folded concrete plate roof that was the longest expanse of cantilevered concrete at the time of its construction. It was designed by a newly arrived Cuban architect named Hilario Candela for the purpose of watching speedboat racing and concerts and left to molder by the city in 1994, after Hurricane Andrew. Before its closing, the stadium was a much-beloved and well-known site for concerts and performances by the likes of Cab Calloway, Duke Ellington, the Who, and Bonnie Raitt. Jimmy Buffett’s most famous concert ever ended with him jumping into the aqua water of the basin.

In the late 1940s, when my father was coming to terms with the fact that his destiny was commerce, not architecture, Hilario Candela was studying at Georgia Tech, where he found himself “surrounded by the masters of using concrete as expression, not just a tool of construction.” In summers, while my father trekked across the island to check on the Camagüey store and sell wholesale eyeglass frames, Hilario came home to Havana to intern at the architectural firm of fellow Georgia Tech graduate Max Borges Recio, the designer of Arcos de Cristal, a much-lauded cabaret for Havana’s Tropicana Nightclub. The Tropicana was the island’s most popular nightclub. Tourists and Cubans alike flocked to see extravagant shows featuring the likes of Celia Cruz and Nat King Cole. Young people who couldn’t afford a table were allowed to watch the show from the kidney-shaped bar for the price of a drink.

Among them was my father. With its sensuously lit tropical gardens, the Tropicana was one of his favorite spots for courting a beautiful girl he met by chance at a dance party. They would arrive separately at the nightclub. Secrecy was vital to their relationship, for if there was anything that Alberto tolerated less than his eldest son working anywhere but in the family business, it was his romance with Hilda Peresechensky. Though Hilda was quiet and polite around the Lovingers, Alberto objected to her the moment he noticed her and Lindy holding hands at a beach club. “It’s because I was poor,” my mother insists. “He only wanted rich girls for his son, and he also hated that my father was an alcoholic, even though those things were not my fault.”

But maybe it was a deeper understanding—one damaged temperament spotting another. Though my mother claims she was demure around the Lovingers, I know how she seethes when she feels snubbed. Her eyes narrow and her lips pull together, her breath flowing from her nostrils, like a dragon. A person who bangs his head against the wall instead of spewing his anger onto others is no match for someone who does the opposite. When my mother feels threatened or disrespected, victory at all costs is her only aim.



IN MARCH 1952, just days after my father’s building was completed, Cuba went from being a fledgling and rather corrupt republic to a full-blown dictatorship. It happened right after midnight, with swift surgical precision. Three black Buick sedans packed with army officers sped out of a country villa on the outskirts of Havana. They converged at the headquarters of the Cuban army and were waved through by the officers on duty. Armed men stepped out of the first two cars. Fulgencio Batista, a charismatic career officer and former president of Cuba, stepped out of the third sedan. Batista had been running for president again, but he was predicted to lose. He decided, instead, to take power by force. Cuba has not had a free election since that time.

My parents thought little of it. “We were young, just going about our business,” said my father.

“I was too busy to worry about politics,” echoed my mother. Having left the orphanage at age fourteen, she finally had a stable home. Her father had married Ana, the French-born Polish girl who had cared for her at the orphanage. They lived together in a light-filled, spacious, fourth-floor walk-up on Muralla Street that had two bathrooms. She had a new half-brother, Felix, born when she was fifteen. My mother attended high school at the Centro Israelita, her tuition paid by donations. There she mingled with the city’s other Jewish teenagers, attended socialist-Zionist summer camps, and many dance parties.

She was a great dancer, having learned when she was little from Los Dandys, an Afro-Cuban dance troupe that rehearsed across from where she’d lived with her aunt and grandmother, before being sent to the orphanage. Los Dandys performed each spring at carnival, and almost always took the first prize in the competition. They enjoyed watching the five-year-old polaquita, as Jews were known in Cuba, copying their moves, and they repeatedly invited her to join them in practice. Coupled with her sauciness, good looks, and an intelligence born of the streets, being a great dancer made my mother a killer party date.

In those days, parties were all about clearing the furniture in someone’s living room, putting records on the phonograph, and dancing to the latest mambo and cha-cha-cha tunes. One night, she noticed a skinny, pimply boy who was cutting some seriously good moves of his own. “Who’s that?” she asked the host.

“You don’t know Lindy?” asked their mutual friend David Egozi. My mother did not.

At the party, Lindy danced with Hilda a few times. He was as good as she was, but she was repelled by his acne. A few weeks later, while walking home from her job after school, she ran into him on Prado, a wide promenade near Old Havana. She was with a friend. He was with his mother. “Later this afternoon I’m graduating from the high school. Won’t you join us?” he said to the girls.

My mother liked the fact that he was nice and had a car. He took her to the movies and to the Casino Deportivo, a newly built social club with a community pool where young people went on weekends. Her father, Samuel, also liked her boyfriend. Lindy was gracious, friendly, and never acted superior because his family had money.

Was this love? “Not to me,” my mother said.

He, on the other hand, was head over heels with the beauty from Old Havana. What a body, what a sensuous smile and attitude. She was practically the opposite of his docile homebody of a mother, but also Jewish. She was actually more like his father than he understood, but he did not know that at first.

Around the time my parents started dating, my maternal grandfather, Samuel, opened a fabric store in Cárdenas, a seaside rural outpost ninety miles east of Havana. Cárdenas had fewer stores than Havana and was fertile ground for an immigrant business. Samuel’s store was successful. My mother could finally afford to buy the occasional new dress, rather than rely strictly on hand-me-downs. Samuel’s wife, Ana, did not want to move to Cárdenas. She, my mother, and little Felix remained as a family on Muralla Street, awaiting Samuel’s return on weekends.

Then, predictably, Samuel stopped coming home. He also sent less money. Ana was a gentle, unsuspicious person, but my mother knew her father’s ways. She started snooping around within the Jewish network of shopkeepers and learned that her father had started drinking again and the rent on the store was in arrears. There were other women also—prostitutes, goyim. And he was gambling, on la bolita, the lottery, and “everything except his family,” my mother said ruefully.

When he finally lost the store, and the family could no longer afford the airy apartment on Muralla, my mother flew into a violent rage. “I called him every name in the book, and threw him out of the house. It broke my heart, but he ruined us. Ana and I moved to a small, dark, one-room place on Sol Street.”

Little Felix was four years old, Hilda nineteen. “Ana and I both worked full-time jobs at fabric stores. We left him home alone, telling him, ‘Fishele, please stay in bed; don’t go near the stove.’ I’d run home at my lunch hour to feed him. After work, Ana would care for him. I did the cooking and the cleaning.”

Those dark, destitute days seeded a newfound terror that would consume my mother forever. “I felt cursed, like nothing would ever work out for me. I would see the rats scurrying outside my window; they ran along the balcony railings.” Worried all the time about the four-year-old they left alone, about her father, who wandered the streets, suffering from gout and alcoholism, but whom she would not forgive for what he had done, and mostly about the ever-present shadow of penury that trailed her no matter how hard she worked to get out from under it, she hooked onto the one bright spot in her existence: Lindy Lovinger. The boy who, though not handsome, promised her a life away from tenements with rusty pipes, broken windows, cockroaches that flew in while she slept at night, and shared bathrooms that she had to scrub before she would even deign to squat over the toilet. Lindy was kind and tenderhearted. It was no small matter that he was willing to defy his father to have her.

“No one had ever loved me like that,” my mother said.

“She was really, really beautiful,” my father added.



MAXIMS ABOUT BEAUTY ARE as ancient as the written word. “Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it,” said Confucius around 500 BCE. “Beauty is in the eyes of the beholder,” wrote Plato a hundred years later. Conservation is a form of beauty-keeping; it seeks to reverse conditions that befoul the appearance and intrinsic value of works of art, what Aristotle claimed represented “not the outward appearance of things but their inward significance.”

Though not dealt a great hand at the start of life, my mother’s single best trump card was looks that included an oval face, high cheekbones, deep-set dark-green eyes flecked with hazel, and shapely curves that were as desirable in mid-century Havana as a Vedado penthouse and a Cadillac with sweeping fins. Pictures of her from the era reveal a teenager who looks more like a showgirl than one who lived in a tenement where the concrete floor of the communal shower was glazed with scum, and excrement overflowed from the outhouses. “Being as poor as I was, I had to do my best to always look like I was not. I bathed every day. I only had two dresses, but they were always clean and ironed.”

Even at age ninety, my mother gets her hair and nails done weekly. Her eyebrows are tattooed, and she is always getting age spots cauterized from her face and hands. She nags me constantly to “Get a pedicure and manicure! Your nails look awful,” even though I explain, ad nauseum, that one can’t wear nail polish and work on artworks with one’s hands.

And yet I have become aware in recent years that my interest in restoring beauty, in reversing damage, might have to do with my mother’s intolerance of ugliness, even if takes a different form than her obsession, say, with keeping her house so spotless that there is not a speck of dirt under the kitchen sink, no dust on the crown of lampshades, and you can literally eat off the floor of any room in her house, even the bathroom.



WHEN MY BELEAGUERED and besotted father told my mother that he was being sent to New York for a year, “so I’ll forget you,” she responded, “Will you write to me?”

“Every day,” he promised.

“I’ll do the same,” she said.

Hundreds of postcards went back and forth between New York and Havana. When Alberto was satisfied that Lindy had forgotten Hilda, he called him back to Havana. My father boxed up Hilda’s cards and mailed them home so they would always have this memory of their secret courtship. When Alberto found out what had been happening behind his back, it was too late to stop it.

My father informed him: “I’m twenty-one years old and I don’t need your permission. I’m marrying her, whether you like it or not.”

For all his wrathful head banging, Alberto was not about to lose his son. Back in Romania, the Lovingers had been decimated by Hitler’s gas chambers. As much as Alberto detested Hilda, at least she was Jewish. She even spoke fluent Yiddish. He chose the lesser of two evils and granted a reluctant blessing. But he never stopped seething over Lindy’s choice, never stopped telling him in Hungarian, even in front of her, that she was going to ruin him and was only after his money. Had he soft-pedaled his objection, as he did when my father said he wanted to study architecture, he might have kept the lovers apart. As my mother admitted years later: “I wasn’t in love with your father when he left for New York. It was only your grandfather’s objection that made me determined to marry him.”
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