

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Images]





For my father, Philip Sucher,


who died before this work was done. A man of humble beginnings and grand ambitions, he taught me that kindness, humor, and philanthropy are the only true prayers. I hope that wherever he is, he knows that I finally finished this book and that they actually paid me for it in legitimate American currency.
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“If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And if not now, when?”


Hillel





Prologue


Another Side of the Same Place


ON THE HAT shelf in my father’s closet lies a sealskin briefcase crammed with black-and-white, serrated-edged photographs taken by him with his Leica after the liberation. The images record such landmark occasions as the time Navelsky, the lawyer turned mystery writer, gave Nina, the nightclub singer, a diamond brooch; the afternoon that Edjia from Oswiecem collapsed in the snow after walking five miles with a ruptured appendix; and the first time that Koppel, who manufactured propeller parts in a Silesian slave-labor factory, commanded an Opel Kapitan. But these images pale beside the predominant record of marriage.


At first glance these photographs seem to record a single wedding. The bride, pale from a day’s fasting, is seen on the nuptial dais awaiting the groom’s cortege to establish the verity beneath her veil. Beckoning the camera with shy, upturned eyes, she smiles, wistfully radiant. A rose bouquet wilts in her lap as she fixes her bobbed hair. She is a vision of innocence, younger than the years of her experience. Though she appears to be a single bride, over time she reveals herself to be as diverse as the shadows captured by the Leica’s highly complex gradient lens.


Upon closer observation, the grooms draw attention to the variation. They are easily divided into two vying sects.


The first group is glum and dyspeptic. Their eyes are ball bearings, their lips closed sentences. Lost in clumsy suits, they are enervated by ritual, their stance as stern as their forbidding gaze.


On the other hand, the grooms of the second set appear to be debonair, careless roués. Confronting the camera, they refuse to be captured by it. Their eyes are webbed by pain, their mouths carved by desire. Athletically inclined, they flaunt diamond pinkie rings, finely tailored double-breasted suits, and jeweled cuff links. Leaning into studied postures, they radiate entitlement as well as a certain deliberate sensuality.


These debonair lovers are my father’s landsmen, his exclusive fraternity of wheeler-dealers, gamesmen, and entrepreneurs whose ranks produced a future Israeli parliamentarian, an Australian cattle rancher, a Queens seltzer magnate, and the director of all reparation-payment dispensation after the Nuremberg trials.


“Boy, did we like clothes!” my father exclaimed the last time we looked through his photograph collection together. I had come home to review the images that had inspired my own wedding plans.


“But they didn’t,” he added, scowling at the first set of grooms, dismissing them as religious fanatics. Though he admired blind faith, he chastised the way it obscured discernment. “They didn’t have a single original idea in their heads. Whatever they were told to do, they did, like sheep being led to the slaughter. Most of them didn’t even meet their brides before their rabbis made the proper introductions. There were no parents left, except your Nana. Can you believe it?”


I did believe it but I didn’t say a word, for my father loved argument more than he loved truth and would seize the opportunity presented by my assent to disagree with his own point of view.


He laughed and slapped my back until I went as flush as a winning hand in poker. “I wish I could be that simple,” he said. For my father, inflicting humiliation was a consequence of intimacy, his way of showing that even though I had the benefit of a lifetime of American privilege, he had more knowledge of the ways of the world.


“Back then, anybody could get married,” he reflected, pointing to a photograph of a balding groom whose ears bloomed out of his head like loving-cup handles. “Even Dumbo over here. His name was Kazriel Schneebaum and he came from Zacopanye. His father was a butcher.” Winking, he elbowed my shoulder, his face swollen by years of cortisone therapy. Though his jowls sagged and his cheeks surged, his eyes still moved with the adroitness of a lemur. As a young man, he had been an ice skater, a ballroom dancer, and a fly forward on an amateur soccer team, but age and rheumatoid arthritis had daunted his former athleticism. Unwilling to relax into infirmity, however, he was subject to frequent tics as if he were trying to shock his body back to elasticity.


“Kazriel married Alicia Rothman, the prettiest girl in all of Lübeck except your mother. Though he was old enough to be her father, no one told her any different because we had nobody. After the war, we were all by ourselves.”


I nodded, saying nothing. I was his sounding board, the reflection of his other side. He never expected me to respond, he just wanted me to sit there and listen so he could hear himself think.


“In those days, everybody got married like it would be an epidemic. Nobody thought about happiness.”


I smiled, knowing that it wasn’t happiness he was after but a life devoid of problems. For my father, happiness was ephemeral, fleeting as the first dawn breeze, nothing but a transient state of elation.


“Not like today! ‘Looking for love in all the wrong places.’ You think I don’t listen to the radio?” He slapped my knee. Though I flinched, I did not cry out.


“That’s the past, Dad,” I said, brandishing the engagement ring whose emerald-cut stone had come not from his safety deposit box but from a glass display case at Tiffany’s. Soon I would be not his baby but a strange man’s wife, a man who admitted to strangers that he bought luxury items at full cost at retail establishments. Though my father insisted that he was delighted not to have to worry about me any longer, I knew he would miss the fretting the way he missed Alicia Rothman after she married Kazriel Schneebaum and the way he sometimes paused in the hallway to listen for the clanking of my mother’s cane and the prattle of her whispering nurses after she died.


“I’m afraid for you, Rachel. What if it doesn’t work out? What if he’s not the right one? You’ll be disappointed.”


“What’s a marriage without a little tears?” I said, putting my head on his shoulder.


“A dream,” he said, shrugging, as he stared at the wedding portrait of Kazriel Schneebaum.


“Girard’s a prince, you said so yourself. Didn’t you tell me that he was just like a Volvo, sturdy enough to take me into the next century without even a spark plug change?”


“That’s right, I made that comparison, but believe me, Rachel, even Swedish cars break down in below-zero weather.”


“You’re looking for problems,” I said, giggling and punching him in the belly. “Girard’s the one. I’ve never been so sure.”


Though I could convince my father of my certitude, I wasn’t so sure myself. Just ten months before, I had been living in London with someone whose name my father wouldn’t even speak aloud. Whenever he called the flat that I shared with Denny O’Halloran, he telephoned person-to-person, asking the operator to ask for me by name. During our conversations, he always referred to Denny as You Know Who because he never spoke out loud the name of someone he wished would disappear.


“You’re sure he’s the one,” my father mocked. “One and one make two.”


For two long years I dreamt that Denny and I were wandering in the heavenly valley where unborn souls lie, waiting to be named. Lost in the wilderness valley, I felt like Sholom Aleichem’s Chava, the youngest daughter of Tevyeh the Milkman, who broke her father’s heart by marrying the handsome Cossack who gave her forbidden books and took her into the taboo sanctum of the goyim.


“Two what?” I answered, confused. “I thought you adored Girard!”


Girard, on the other hand, was the realization of all my father’s dreams. Heir to the Stone family fortune, he was not only a Young Jewish Philanthropist but an investment impresario in his own right. When Girard Stone asked me to marry him, my initial response was relief. Suddenly my father had someone to summon at six in the morning to talk about soybean futures and the fluctuating price of copper instead of waking me up with his rueful litany of endless disappointments and chronic health complaints.


“Adoration is for golden calves, Rachel. The truth is, I’m worried about you. You can’t handle rejection.”


“Who says?” I muttered, exhausted by the argument that had not yet even begun. “Why do I always have to listen?”


He shook his head, implying my reason for being. Listening was my birthright, the reason I had been brought into this horrible world. Besides, how could I not listen to someone who had seen more horrors than Virgil during his guided tour of Dante’s Inferno? But unlike Virgil, my father hadn’t been rewarded with a permanent place in Paradiso. Instead, he was stuck in Purgatorio, where everything was gray and cold and there was no relief from life’s onslaught.


“You’re looking for problems!” I continued. “You’re not satisfied until you’ve discovered crises where none existed before!”


“Don’t be naïve, Rachel, problems are everywhere. You don’t have to look for them, you just have to open your eyes.”


I walked away.


“Don’t be so sensitive, come back here! Who should make you upset if not your father? What I’ve been through! You’re on my mind twenty-four hours a day!”


My head started to spin. In the thick streaks of the living room’s painted walls, I saw the pinpoints of stars.


“Rachel, do you understand what it means to lose someone? Though we Jews get up from sitting shiva, we mourn for an entire year! Though we keep our hair, we don’t cut it! Though we wear nice clothes, we don’t buy new ones, and though we go on living, a part of us is dead because we can’t feel anymore!”


“I don’t understand,” I grumbled, facing him. “What am I supposed to be losing?”


“I know what you like about Girard. Just tell me one thing. What don’t you like about him?”


A light flashed across the ceiling like the disintegrating tail of a speeding comet.


“He reminds me of you,” I said.


“Here!” my father cried, placing a folded monogrammed handkerchief into my hands. When I opened it, a photograph slipped to the floor. It was his wedding portrait. Under a dark homburg, his thick hair was preened to a waffle of thin, narrow curls. “You should be so happy!” he cried, kissing my hair.


But I didn’t kiss him back. I didn’t want him to see that I was crying. For what was happiness to him, after all, but a transient state of elation?


•  •  •


“I WAS SO hungry for sex I couldn’t see straight,” my Uncle Irving said to me while we were sitting in my father’s closet studying the same collection of photographs. I was thirteen at the time and it was early evening, that time of day when he came over with Tante Rivkah to join us for dinner. Though we never ate until nine, they always came around six so Uncle Irving could nibble at Nana’s soup vegetables and pick his teeth with TV Guide’s cardboard Book-of-the-Month Club insert.


“Look at me, here!” he said, holding up a picture of a balding man sporting a hairbrush mustache, riding boots, and a fox-hunt blazer. “Is that the face of any young man?” he implored.


Like all my relatives, Uncle Irving wasn’t really my uncle but a surrogate assigned relative status because of his proximity to my father’s secrets. As my father’s treasurer and business partner, he was the only person alive who knew exactly how much my father was worth.


“No, it’s not, it’s the face of a young man about to get—”


“—married.” Uncle Irving always had to have the first and the last word. “Do you know why I married Tante Rivkah?”


I pretended I was hearing him ask that question for the very first time.


“Do you think I loved her?” he asked, poking his fingers in my ribs. “Is love something you think about when you are twenty-two years old?”


“I don’t know,” I muttered, accustomed to Uncle Irving’s style of storytelling. All my father’s friends used it. It involved inventing the joke after the punchline had been spoken.


“Sex!” he shouted. “I married your Tante Rivkah for sex! Who thinks about love when all you can think about is sex?”


Uncle Irving said the word over and over as his forehead crinkled into a topography of wonder. His nose, usually unavoidable, receded into the wildness of his gaze. Stabbing his finger between my eyes, he forced me to see double.


“Sex! I got married for sex!” he ranted, his body electrified to trembling.


A spitball of anxiety welled in my throat. I started to giggle from fright.


“Was I a good looker then?” he persisted, blowing his nose into the three-foot linen square he was never without and inspecting the contents before replacing it in his pocket. “Somehow I got involved with fish. That’s the way things were in those days, you lived on the Black Sea and opportunities slapped you in the face—”


“—like a wet flounder.” I finished the sentence for him. I couldn’t help myself. When those photographs were taken, Uncle Irving wasn’t my father’s business partner in the automobile aftermarket but a successful wholesale fishmonger. They had met at a Lübeck meeting of the Young Men of Lodz, whose purpose was to raise funds for a secret mission to rescue survivors trapped in the Ukrainian part of Poland.


“It’s those boots,” I said. “They’re spectacular.”


“You know, zeiseleh, I was spectacular, too.”


Bending down, he lowered his cheek for me to kiss. Then he rose with a crimp in his back and an Oy veys mir.


“If only you had known me then,” he whispered, walking out the door, becoming the lonely, small man that America had made him.


Alone in the damp closet reeking of mothballs and old Super 8 reels, I sat in the dark staring at the assembled images, saddened by the thought that I would never know my father or Uncle Irving during the time of the fox hunters.


•  •  •


FOR A LONG while, sex terrified me. Even the idea of it made me blush, though all I thought it to be was a sustained act of naked French kissing. Later on, when my knowledge of the act deepened, so did my squeamishness and timidity. It was a long time before I realized that what had inspired Uncle Irving’s frenzy was just what had aroused my father’s fraternity’s bravado. It was Girard who first pointed this out to me. We were always pointing things out to each other.


“Look, Rachel, they’re covering their erections!” he said while examining a portrait of my father standing beside his three Lübeck business partners: Natek the Mustache, Koppel the Bald Head, and Junek the Spoon. Dressed in identical waisted jackets, they stood spread-eagled before their chauffeured Daimler-Benz, their hands cupped over their flies in a mockery of military formation. At the time, we were sitting on the floor of my father’s walk-in closet and Girard was unbuttoning the looped pearls at the back of my cardigan.


“Do you always have to be right?” I muttered, trying to imagine my father’s Sheepshead Bay poker players, all self-made men with heavy accents, gastrointestinal disorders, and luxurious American cars, as young men in ecstatic pursuit of their libidinal liberation.


“Yes,” he answered, slipping his hand under my soft sweater, “because I’m smarter than you.”


“No, you’re not. You’re a boy. You’re born to believe you’re smarter.” I encouraged his hand. “But you and I know better—”


“—that I’m better,” he teased. His breath fluttered against my neck. Then he bit my shoulder, and all the photographs slid into a puddle on the floor.


•  •  •


WHEN I first took Girard into my father’s closet, I had known him for only two months, but he had already asked me to marry him and I had already said yes without pause. It was that simple, even though I had always believed it would be far more complicated. We had met at my college friend Esmerelda Feinglass’s annual Central Park kickball tournament. Girard was the cleanup kicker for the Carnegie Hills, a team of arbitrageurs and real estate speculators, while I was the designated bunter and way-outfielder for the Golden Wests, a haphazard collection of videotape editors, cabaret singers, and fire-eating performance artists. Needless to say, his team was more acquainted with the homage of success. It was late summer, that intrepid time before the Jewish High Holidays when it was too cool for air-conditioning and too humid for autumn gabardine. I was six months past leaving the British Academy of Film and Television Arts, two months past receiving the gift of my condominium and three weeks past starting my own production company.


I had never really looked at Girard before because he was short. Short men didn’t appeal to me; I could look directly into their eyes and see exactly what they were feeling. Usually I was attracted to tall men with long arms and lean, powerful thighs whom I needed to walk briskly to keep up with, men like You Know Who. I couldn’t help but notice Girard when he was up at the bottom of the sixth inning of the final game of the series. The Carnegie Hills were behind by a run, the bases were loaded, and he was taking the moment as seriously as Mookie Wilson the time he came up to bat when the Mets had two outs in the ninth inning of the crucial sixth game of the 1986 World Series.


Determination informed his swaying as he waited for the pitch, his curly hair flying, a wind sock in the air. Sweat darkened his brow and sliding burns muddied his sweatpants. Enthralled by his tenacity, I didn’t look away even as I heard the deep thump of the struck ball. No one had ever kicked it as far outfield as I deliberately chose to stand. Ignoring the orb’s clumsy speed, I looked up only to see it directly overhead, falling toward my outstretched arms. Closing my eyes, I tensed my fists and prayed. Before I knew it, a blow had stunned my forehead, knocking my eardrums together like cymbals.


I fell down. When I started to get up, Girard’s face was above mine, all ballooned and blurry.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


“No,” I moaned, noticing that he was good-looking even up close and out of focus. At that moment there was something about his eyes I couldn’t see. “Did I catch it?”


“More than that, you saved the game,” he said, smiling.


“We won? They’ll hate me! They hate to win. Ouch!” I winced, for I was beginning to feel the pain.


“Where does it hurt?” he asked. I moved toward him and he moved in return, inspiring more than a cursory interest in each of us about the other.


Forever after, I would tell whoever cared to listen that before I had even spoken a word to Girard, he had literally knocked me off my feet—but that’s not quite right. It’s easy to confuse chance with love, especially after you’ve been hit on the head by a big red rubber ball. Love requires the careful symmetry of living, timing, and knowledge, for it is the subject of, not the motivation behind, coincidence. If it has to render you unconscious, it knows it’s not worth the effort unless life has rendered you hyperopic, capable of focusing only on distant objects instead of what’s directly before your eyes. When Girard knocked me out, it was like the time I had won first prize in a statewide elementary school competition for writing a poem about my father’s discovery of Nana Zakowitz in the St. Otillen refugee camp. The success was gratifying but bittersweet, as it was inextricably tied to the exoneration of my family. Given the choice, I would have written about the Monkees or the horse called Mr. Ed, but my ancestry seemed more important than the minutiae of my daily life. Like the poem my family deemed I should write, Girard was the man they dreamed I would find, a man invented by their own hearts.


That afternoon, Girard and I made love in my father’s closet. Bitten by the sharp edges of his liberation photographs, we eluded their secrets, moaning in the chamber of his three-piece suits, shoe trees, tuxedo pants, back scratchers, scalp massagers, laundered shirts, stretch suspenders, fur muffs, and cardboard hatboxes, no longer waiting for chance but creating it.


•  •  •


THE SECRET photographs: what I saw.


Neither children nor elders appeared in the fragile sepia frames. The bride in one print became the parent escorting the bride to the canopy in the next. Some of the youth of this recorded time would never survive it. My father would often trace their images for me, sighing with his peculiar feeling for irony’s detachment. He was a gambler, after all, even then.


Searching these images, I would often encounter two photographs I had tried to conceal deep in the briefcase’s folds. The first revealed a garden plot burrowed by holes and tangled with burr weeds. The plot was marked by the blind geometry of black pitches. In the distance was a blurred dusk-land whose sky was leaden and dark. Individuals swaddled in long, fur-trimmed coats outlined the untended garden. Their bodies were rigid, their faces turned away from the camera. Only one person confronted the photographer. It was my Nana Zakowitz. An enormous leather pocketbook dangled from her wrist on delicate straps. Her hand was a fist. She was staring beyond the camera at my father, who was taking the picture. They were nodding at each other, a gesture of commiseration I recognized from the sleepless nights I often came upon them huddled over the kitchen table, struggling to solve irreparable problems.


The second photograph revealed another side of the same place. Lighter in tone, its images were less distinct. The sun hovered above leafless trees whose branches fingered the air. The trees were spaced wide apart. Branches of dead sapling were stacked into mounds. Upon closer observation, the outlines resolved. There was no garden plot, no overgrown weeds. What appeared to be a pile of splintered branches was actually a stack of broken bones. What looked from a distance to be a pile of firewood was actually a hill of skeletons. Raised twigs sharpened to fallen ribs; rotting pine cones fell to crumbling vertebrae. Hollow eyes stared, black as the tree bark. Dead hair fluttered, captured by a breeze.


In the photograph of the garden plot, my Nana was standing in a congregation sanctifying a mass burial. The grave contained her childhood, the kindling bones of the earlier, second photograph. In her eyes, there was more than loss, there was resignation and fear. Her fist was too tight, her smile was an upturned taut line. Her eyes were not quiet. They perceived a tragedy that would never be over.


When I first discovered these two prints, I showed them to my father, who told me that they had been taken within a year of each other. By the time the bones had been buried, the trees were leafing. By the time the survivors had assembled for that memorial service, wild-flowers were bursting through the tangled burrs on the mass graves.


Time had passed.


Sometimes at night when I’m falling asleep, I visualize the man cresting that mound of human timber. His bones shed his skin as he stares into his own mind, trying to remember. Unable to close his eyes, I open my own, wondering if I can remember for him.


•  •  •


“ONCE THERE are no more survivors,” my father says, “no one will believe what happened to us really happened, and then it will happen to someone else, maybe to you, maybe to your children, just you wait and see!”


“Look!” my Nana cries, sometimes in her sleep. “Over there by the empty pool. They’re making all the Jews dive in!”


“You’ll see!” my Uncle Irving stutters as he picks his teeth after eating. “That’s why we have to have an Israel!”


•  •  •


WHEN I WAS little, my Nana, father, mother, Uncle Irving, and Tante Rivkah often recalled the horrors they had seen. While eating dinner, they would watch television to keep abreast of the latest slaughter. Blowing on their soup, they would remain fixed on the twenty-one-inch black-and-white screen, their eyes wide with apprehension. Any announcement regarding the state of Israel would cause them to suspend eating altogether. Over hot tea in handled glasses and slices of marble mandelbrot, they would discuss the tragedies the local newscaster had left out: a neighbor’s suicide, the soda man’s heart failure, the chiropractor’s drinking problem, and how Chaimeh the builder left Bella the saint for Jadwiga the Polish maid.


Moving from Crown Heights to the south shore of Long Island had meant being transplanted from an interracial community composed of Jews, Blacks, Italians, Irish, and Puerto Ricans to a neighborhood that was 75 percent Jewish, 10 percent Italian, 5 percent Greek, 3 percent Korean, 5 percent of unknown origin, and 2 percent maids. When I was in the sixth grade, my teacher asked my best friend, Joy Klein, what percentage of the world’s population was Jewish. She estimated a conservative 35 percent. On Long Island, the only anti-Semitism I had ever experienced was when a pair of greasers threw garbage cans at me while I was crossing the footbridge. “Fatty the Kike!” they yelled as I fled in tears, knowing that if only I had been as tall and thin and blond as Wendy Jablonsky, they would be offering me Marlboros and Quaaludes instead of tormenting me with their cruel taunts. Still, my father insisted that the Holocaust can happen anywhere, even Cedar Grove, Long Island.


“I can’t sleep anymore,” he proclaimed one night when we met at the refrigerator at two o’clock in the morning. “What I know doesn’t let me sleep.”


We were alone. Emily, my older sister, had already left home for college, Nana was in bed reading the Jewish paper, and my mother was in the hospital receiving one of the steroid treatments that her doctors frequently prescribed to slow down her rapid muscular deterioration.


“Take Sominex,” I said, yawning, as I reached for the leftover chicken. I had come downstairs to search for the chocolate cream puffs that Nana had started to hide in the pots and pans and chandeliers, fearing that my baby fat had become an adolescent stranglehold. Unwilling to let my father know that I had discovered her secret cache, I settled for the cold meat.


“Don’t be so smart,” he said, tearing a chicken leg from the carcass. “You shouldn’t eat in the middle of the night. You should be thinking about things like boys.”


“I’m fourteen, Dad. I have time for boys.”


“You think you have time, Rachel, but in life you have to be realistic. Time doesn’t stand still just because you want it to.”


“You eat in the middle of the night,” I teased.


“I’m different,” he said. “I’m your father. Have respect. In Europe, what was a house without respect?”


“A hovel,” I replied, bringing the mustard to the table.


He laughed, searching the pockets of his robe for something he couldn’t find. “What I lived through, Rachel. You have your whole life ahead of you.”


“Then I’ll diet later,” I said, “in my whole life.”


He leaned back. “Did I ever tell you how much you remind me of my older sister?”


“All the time,” I muttered, handing him a jar of pickles. He was staring at me the way he stared at a load of brake shoes in a broken-down shopping cart brought into his place of business by a swollen-eyed junkie.


“I named you after my mother and sister, Ruchel and Channah, whom I saw walk hand-in-hand into the crematorium.”


•  •  •


PHOTOGRAPHS of ovens hide in my father’s closet. Red ribbons hang from rearview mirrors. Yahrzeit candles burn all night in drinking glasses. Salt shakers stand on the fake mantelpiece, waiting for someone to speak of a dead one while sneezing. A worn prayer shawl covers the piano seat; prayer fringes are sewn into curtain bonbons. My mother, Luba Wallfisch, stares out of a photograph displayed above my father’s Israeli Bond achievement awards.


In the portraits of my mother taken after the liberation, she is buckled into shoes with pinhole vents. Dark tights conceal her short calves, and her hands are tucked into the pockets of her flight jacket. Straight hair crops her face. Squinting, she leans forward, looking as if she is trying to fly but cannot because her shoes moor her to the ground. For a long time I believed that those shoes were the only thing keeping her on earth and away from the angels.


Sometimes I would take those photographs to school to verify her existence. Some of my friends didn’t believe that she was real, because Nana was the one who always picked me up from school and attended parents’ night and special color-guard assemblies. If anyone asked me why my mother was never around, I told them that it was because she was a secret agent for the Israeli Army like her older sister and couldn’t be bothered with silly things like cake sales and Christmas pageants. At the time, Israel was a vulnerable young country without color television or occupied territories. When my father’s greeneh friends came to visit, they arrived on big boats bearing boxes of kosher bubble gum and silver pens studded with Eilat stones. No matter what the weather, they always wore sandals and socks. The men never wore suits and the women never wore pants. When they spoke about their homeland, they described a golden oasis where sunlight dazzled the rooftops and women hid artillery casings in clothespin hampers. To belong to an absent mother who was an Israeli general seemed as thrilling as reading all of Beverly Cleary’s books in one week.


My friends passed around my mother’s pictures until their serrated edges curled. One by one, they searched her image for the wings I told them collapsed like windshield wipers so she could chase former SS officers through the rain forests.


•  •  •


WHEN MY mother married my father, she wore a fitted organza gown with a bouclé bodice. Rather than hide her face beneath a netted veil, she crowned her straight brown hair with wildflowers.


Her wedding pictures are kept separate from the others. Wrapped in pink tissue paper, they are preserved in a man’s hatbox beside my father’s dead tax files. I saw them for the first time when I entered my father’s dressing room to ask for my weekly high school allowance. He was sitting on the lid of my sister’s camp trunk, clutching a brittle crown of dried brown blossoms. When he looked up, I saw that he was crying without shedding any tears.


•  •  •


IF YOU ask my father, he’s the one getting married. When he gave Emily away, he didn’t take her wedding so personally. She wasn’t his baby and he was still alive with hope.


“Don’t worry,” he told Girard the afternoon we sat with his parents to arrange the seating at the reception. “With all these people coming, you’ll be able to make a down payment on that sailboat you want to take to the Caribbean.”


Girard was amused by the thought of five hundred people eating veal chops and white asparagus tips around golden-laced tablecloths, but I was terrified. Perhaps it was because he had been reared in the spotlight while I had always hidden in the shadows, just watching.


At six, Girard flew across the stage of the Metropolitan Opera in a mechanical cloud as one of the three angels in Mozart’s Magic Flute. At thirteen, he played first oboe in Alexander Schneider’s All-City Youth Orchestra. When he graduated from Yale, he delivered the valedictory address before a standing-room audience of two thousand.


When I was six, I played the mailbox in the P.S. 34 Memorial Day assembly. When I was ten, my father taught me how to play “The Star-Spangled Banner” on the harmonica. When I graduated from Swarthmore, I wore a pink armband on my black robe in honor of the Cambodians who had lost their lives to Lon Nol.


“I like him,” my father whispered during the seating luncheon. “He’s not shy—not like you, who has nothing to be shy about. You’re lucky to find a good boy like him.”


All my life I dreamt about becoming one of the brides nesting in my father’s sealskin briefcase, never imagining that one day I would be hosting a gala wedding reception at the Pierre Hotel. In my imagination, I was always standing on the steps of some provincial civil ministry wearing a sleeveless champagne satin chemise, twigs of lavender crowning my hair, a bouquet of wild orchids drooping over my hands as my beloved wrapped his arms around my waist and our parents bookended the celebration. That was all I had ever wanted: a love that would strengthen, not slight, the bonds that held me fast. But that was not my father’s idea of a wedding. As president of the Cedar Grove Rodeph Shalom Congregation, he had a myriad of invitations to return and he was confident that he would do so in a robust and singular fashion.


“What kind of wedding do you want?” he asked when he came to take me to Kleinfeld’s to buy a designer gown wholesale.


“An inn in Hudson County with a band of fiddlers and a chuppah under the stars,” I replied without hesitation. Though that was not my dream, it was Girard’s.


“Be serious!” he said, reaching over the gearshift to slap my thigh. “An inn is for goyim and the country is for animals.”


“I am serious,” I protested, shifting my legs so they were out of his strike zone.


“What will people think?” he said loudly, turning on WINS to a deafening roar. Though he suffered from tinnitis, the chronic ringing of the ears, he refused to wear a hearing aid because he didn’t want anyone to know that he had a problem.


“Who cares what people think, Dad! It’s my wedding, don’t you want me to be happy?”


“Wonderful!” he said, snorting. “Who said weddings are for happiness. They’re for the parents who pay for them!”


“Who says?”


“I say!” he shouted, pounding his fist on the steering wheel.


“Then I’ll pay for the wedding with the money Mama left for me.”


“Don’t do this,” he growled, swinging his Jaguar XJE into the fast lane. “How can I face my congregation?”


Turning away, I stared into the bowels of a dented Ford station wagon keeping pace by our side. A pair of toddlers waved to me as they patted the mottled fur of their drooling sheepdog. I waved back, remembering the times when my father and I would drive to Manhattan to pick up Mama from her appointments with her physical therapist. As we sat in traffic, his pain would slowly surface like the oily skins of sickened seals, moving from humor to despair to a chronicle of reasons why he should never have gone on.


I WASN’T BORN TO BE BOTH A FATHER AND A MOTHER TO YOU AND YOUR SISTER.


IF I HAD KNOWN WHAT MY LIFE WOULD BE LIKE IN AMERICA, I WOULD HAVE DIED IN CONCENTRATION CAMP.


“What’s wrong with a simple ceremony?” I continued. “You and Mama got married outdoors under a chuppah that was an army blanket!”


“That was different. That was your mother’s army blanket, what the soldier wrapped around her when he found her in the forest. Besides, it was after the war. Who had any money?”


“You did!” I said, poking him in the ribs. Though he tried to be solemn, he couldn’t help but chuckle.


“That was for America. I was saving for your future.”


“So save it now for my children’s future.”


“You won’t need money, Rachel, you’ll have Girard.”


“That’s not the point, Dad. Can’t you listen?”


He cocked his head to the side. “I’m afraid not. I have a problem with my hearing, a constant ringing in my ears.”


“Give in, OK?” I pleaded, trying not to laugh. Reaching over to kiss his cheek, I burned myself with the lit end of my cigarette.


“Serves you right!” he shouted, swerving to the right lane. After veering off the parkway at the next exit, he executed a complicated figure eight that turned us back in the direction of Manhattan.


“Where are you going?” I cried, sucking on my reddened fingers. “Aren’t we supposed to be on our way to Bay Ridge?”


“It’s up to you,” he said, shrugging. “You don’t have to respect me, I’m only your father, but your mother, may she rest in peace, what she would have wanted for you!”


I sighed. “Let’s go home. Forget about Kleinfeld’s or having a wedding at all.”


In the darkness of the Midtown Tunnel we stopped speaking. After he dropped me off at my apartment, I watched his car racing back to the highway, heading for home.


Girard and I postponed our search for the perfect inn along the Hudson. A week later, Emily called to suggest that we consider getting married at a small but elegant place like the River Café. “My little ones want to be your flower girls,” she pleaded. “You wouldn’t take that away from them, Rachel, would you?” But I would not be moved.


Three weeks later, she called again, this time in hysterics. It seemed that our father had been rushed to the hospital, suffering from an acute attack of his ulcerative colitis. He had lost twelve pounds in blood and the doctors were performing an emergency colostomy. Girard and I hurried over to the hospital and visited him in Recovery, where we promised that we would get married in a ballroom surrounded by all the guests of his desire.


Before I knew it, I was spending all my free time with caterers, videographers, florists, musicians, and calligraphers. After a while I stopped thinking that I was getting married and started to pretend that I was producing my first live-action feature film.


Then I started dreaming about my mother. Night after night I woke up in a freezing sweat. Since her death I hadn’t seen her so clearly. She was living in a nocturnal rain forest, beckoning me closer with her wings.


“Come here, look!” she said in perfect English.


I moved closer. She was preparing a broth with swimming silver fishies.


“It’s Mengele’s pet alligator,” she explained, stirring the soup. “He likes to eat investment bankers for breakfast!” Laughing, she caused the boiling water to rise in cascading waves.


•  •  •


I MISS MY mother, though I’m not exactly sure who it is I am missing. Sometimes I confuse my mother with the little girl who grew up in Krosno and the woman my father fell in love with after the war. Yet both these Lubas bear little resemblance to the woman who paraded up and down the Far Rockaway boardwalk in her silver tank suit and platform mules, or the sick and bloated woman who sat on the sofa in our Cedar Grove den, always in pain and always attached to machinery. Whenever she fell down, I could not pick her up. I was afraid to be alone with her. Even Emily was afraid—Emily, who ate shellfish when she was seven.


•  •  •


EACH YEAR on the Day of Atonement, I attend my father’s synagogue to say a prayer in honor of the souls whose names I’ve been given. Inscribed on raised copper plates and illuminated by lemon-flame bulbs, the names read RUCHEL WALLFISCH and CHANNAH SUREH GREENBLATT. Bathed in the pale golden light, I wonder what else of theirs is mine.


YISGADAL V’YISKADASH SH’MAY RABAW


As the congregation approaches the Canticle of Martyrs, I concentrate on the intervals between tears. Waiting for the Mourner’s Kaddish, I remain standing, speaking the words in honor of their memories and praying for the peace of their souls.


•  •  •


MY MOTHER, Luba Menken Wallfisch, is not just a name inscribed on a copper plate illuminated by lemon-flame bulbs, she is a gold leaf inscription on the doors of the daily chapel that my father built in honor of her memory.


Often when I’m alone, I listen to the reel-to-reel tapes that she recorded for us. Smoking cigarettes, I shut off all the lights but the one craning over my desk. Then I turn on the recorder and listen to her speaking Yiddish, the language of my childhood, which I understand but can neither read nor write. Her phrases, softly rhythmical, embrace me. In the stillness, I feel her closeness. It is palpable as a hand at my throat. Only then do I wish her voice had arms instead of wings.





I


All the Bad Dreams


TWO MONTHS before the date set for our wedding, Girard phoned the set of Drummond to tell me that my Tante Tsenyeh had died. It was the middle of February, and we were shooting day for night on Broome Street, struggling to keep within the budget set by New Image Enterprises when we lassoed the punk-rock idol Johnny Garrett out of premature retirement to star as our eponymous mute private investigator.


“WHAT, GIRARD? I CAN’T HEAR YOU!”


At first I was shocked that he had broken through the lines. On the set I required sequestration. Cocooned in ski pants and an Italian schoolboy’s earflap hat, I was so intent on tallying available bank balances against unforeseen expenditures that I refused to take any outside calls.


“WHAT, GIRARD? CAN YOU TALK ANY LOUDER? I CAN’T HEAR YOU OVER THE GENERATORS!”


Later I learned that he had spent most of that afternoon tracking down the personal cellular telephone number of Stella Leysner, our director, who had brought her Motorola to the set just in case her daughter, Cassandra, eight months pregnant and confined to bed with septicemia and high blood pressure, went into premature labor.


“CAN YOU SPEAK LOUDER, GIRARD? . . . I CAN HARDLY HEAR YOU . . . ARE YOU TELLING ME THAT TSENYEH IS . . .”


It was Girard who first suggested that I cast Johnny Garrett as Drummond. Without Johnny Garrett’s commitment to my feature project, it would have been years before I could have raised the necessary funds to produce the mnemonic futuristic fantasy I had fashioned out of the recurrent nightmares that had jolted me out of sleep when I was a child.


“NO, GIRARD . . . IT CAN’T BE TRUE! WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO TELL ME?”


Drummond was born when my mother became ill, my sister moved into her own bedroom, and my father stopped reading me Golden Books before I went to sleep and started telling me the thousand and one nights of his life. The tales he told were of survivors discovering one another after the liberation, men and women so desperate to replenish the families they had lost that they married on a glance or even a dare.


“It’s a fact,” my father would say as he sat on my bedspread next to Ollie, my stuffed brown bear, “that the highest birthrate in the twentieth century was in the displaced-persons camps.”


Lifted by memory, he would unravel tales of the Lodz ghetto’s caped crusaders, men who lived on beet rations and revenge alone, performing unanesthetized operations on their own limbs as they chanted fight songs and defused electric fences before stealing soup spoons from the commandant’s larder to dig underground tunnels through the latrines to freedom. These men, he would whisper in a voice so low it sounded like moonlight, weren’t paupers or even princes but ordinary men forced to commit extraordinary acts of unwelcome greatness. The only quality they had in common, he would rail, his voice rising like the steam escaping from Nana’s lidded soup tureen, was their determination to survive so as to never need anybody or anything again.


Drummond was the wrested incarnation of these men. Recording their extraordinary history became my preoccupation. Whenever I would try to forget the saga of their redemption, the sound of broken spoons chipping away at fetid rocks would invade my dreams. To exorcise the cacophony, I transformed the broken stones into stories, for that was the only way I knew how to get some sleep. Before long, the faces of my father’s friends became my photographs. Their voices spoke the words of my journals, investing my work with a power it had never achieved on its own. Junek the Spoon became JoJo the engineer, Natek the Mustache became Griffin the navigator, Koppel the Bald Head became Animo the driver. They formed Drummond’s band of archangels, commandeering the rusting Nautilus Venture in search of a fertile constellation, leaving behind an earth ravaged by nuclear holocaust.


By writing my father as Drummond, I transformed his fantasy of America into my vision of a distant, better world. In my new galaxy, Drummond ruled with Solomonic wisdom, defeating atavism with intelligence and philanthropy, thus creating a society free of greed, hate, fear, and demoralization. But the fight was long, the casualties deep. Drummond, like my father, survived the wars alone. The archangels were all slaughtered in battle. Alone in his peace, Drummond remained haunted by his inability to rescue what he had been forced to leave behind. Though triumphant, he never discovered peace or solace in even his acts of greatness.


When I left You Know Who in the middle of the night, I exculpated the pain of leaving by devoting myself to writing the saga of Diehl Drummond and his band of archangels.


“What do you think of Johnny Garrett as Diehl Drummond?” Girard suggested after reading my screenplay for the very first time. “I knew him when his name was Judah Greenhouse and his father sold shmotas on Seventh Avenue like everyone else who went to Larchmont Academy. I gave him ’ludes during choir practice so he would sing over my part. We were kind of friends.”


“I didn’t know you could sing, Stone,” I mused. Girard had this way of remembering things only when necessary. To prove his point, he chanted the first three measures of Schubert’s Ave Maria. I told him I was glad he had developed an affinity for crunching numbers.


“I haven’t thought about him for years, Rache, but he’s perfect.”


“How the hell am I going to get a big star like Johnny Garrett?” I asked, amazed at how love could transform simple fantasies into fragrant possibilities.


“Leave it to me. It might seem like you’ve known me forever, but how long has it actually been? Three months?”


“—and six days,” I said. “An anniversary. Happy anniversary, honey.”


“Happy anniversary, darling,” he answered, ruffling the pages of my screenplay like feathers in his hand. No man had ever called me “darling” before. Not even You Know Who, who was Irish. You Know Who called me “duckie,” “honey bear,” and “gooseberry pie.”


“You know what, Girard?” I said. “We’re still strangers. You probably know Johnny Garrett better than you know me. How well do you know Johnny Garrett, anyway?”


“Pretty well,” he said, placing my screenplay on the floor, “but I never slept with him.” He took off his glasses and looked straight into my eyes.


“Then you’re the only one,” I replied.


“That’s what they’ll write on my tombstone: Girard Stone—the only person ever to resist Johnny Garrett.”


I moved toward him, though I wanted to move away. His sureness held me fast, a firm compass, directing us to a place where there were neither spreadsheets nor storyboards, no walkie-talkies or cellular telephones, but a blissful oasis where we could harmonize our dissonant melodies together.


“TSENYEH’S GONE, RACHEL, I CALLED AS SOON AS I . . .”


His voice was fading, drowned out by the clash of static.


“WE CAN FLY TO TEL AVIV TOMORROW, I’VE ALREADY SPOKEN TO . . .”


“Slow down!” I implored, enervated by shock. I was standing still, but my insides were liquid. “Does Emily know?” I whispered, sipping my can of tepid diet root beer, suddenly feeling like one of those biological models whose skin is only a transparent shell for the exhibition of viscera and systemic organs.


“I called her before I called you. She’s easier to reach.”


“She’s going?”


“She’s going.”


“And my father?”


“He’s packing. You know your father, always the first at funerals.”


I laughed but couldn’t stop shaking. “Let him decide. He’ll know what to do. He always knows.”


“Anything you say, darling.” His voice stung like hydrogen peroxide on an open wound. He was being nice and I didn’t want him to be nice. Something had been taken away from me against my will.


“Stop it!” I said.


“Stop what? What’s wrong, Rachel? Are you feeling all right?”


“I’m fine!” I said, realizing that I was shouting. “I’m just tired, that’s all.” That was when my voice broke, betraying the emotion I was struggling to conceal. “Can you call my father, Girard, please?”


“Where can I reach you?” he whispered, his voice muted by concern. “Where will you be?”


“On the set, of course. Where else would I be when they’re making my movie?”


But I was lying; I was farther back in time than that. I was six years old and sitting in the backseat of my father’s two-toned Oldsmobile Delta 88, eating wax bottles and candy lips with my sister. We were going to the midtown pier to pick up our Tante Tsenyeh, who we didn’t think was a real person but the name our parents had applied to our mother’s sudden and incapacitating illness, their way of dissociating the tragedy from the context of our shattered lives.


“I love you,” Girard whispered.


“I love you, too,” I moaned, throwing the phone onto the floor. That’s when I locked myself in the makeup trailer. Alternately cold and hot, I couldn’t stop shivering. Someone started pounding on the door, but I didn’t open it. I didn’t want all the bad dreams to come inside.


•  •  •


THE LAST time I had spoken to Tsenyeh was when she called me in the middle of the night to tell me that her doctors had just discovered that her acute abdominal distress was not being caused by her forty-year-old gastric ulcer, but by an advanced case of uterine cancer.


“It’s spreading,” she declared, her voice dimming like a candle, “faster than the settlements on the West Bank. Where, I know better than to ask. Do you think I should let them cut me up? I’m such an old cow already.” She sighed. “Maybe it’s time for me to go.”


I didn’t answer. Though my Tante was sixty-two years old, I didn’t think she would ever die. She was invincible, one of the immutable elite, a survivor of selection, typhus, bronchial pneumonia, tuberculosis, four wars, and scarlet fever. Though she had inoperable shrapnel in her left thigh, half a colon, one lung, and diabetes, she had never become an invalid. In concentration camp she had been assigned the crematorium detail, carrying dead bodies on her back. While others had yielded to cholera, polio, diphtheria, and unnamed plagues, she had persevered. The only things I believed would ever kill her were aggravation and the prospect of watching me get married before a rabbi and a priest beneath a canopy sewn out of four-leaf clovers and lucky charms.


“Let me tell you, Rachel, death doesn’t frighten me, I’ve seen it up close. What frightens me is suffering.” She was speaking in Yiddish, the language we shared.


“Who said you’re going to suffer, Tante!” My head felt heavy. Though it was late January, it was too warm to snow. The air was pendulous with rain, and the clouds were as bloated as Nana’s sticky Shabbos cholent.


“This ‘c’ thing, it’s a killer, everyone suffers, even the young ones whom the doctors think they can cure. From what I’ve seen, the cure is worse than the disease, what with all those tubes running down your nose and into your stomach and whatever hair you have left staring at you from the bottom of the drain. Such torture isn’t for me.”


“It isn’t for anyone,” I replied, talking to her the way she would have talked to me if our roles had been reversed, “but you don’t have a choice.”


“Who says?” She laughed. “If I give up my anatomy, I won’t have that baby I promised you.”


“I’ll take care of that, Tante. Just because I have a career doesn’t mean I’ll forget to have children.”


“How do you know? A lot can happen that you don’t yet know about, and God help me, I won’t live that long!”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Tante, you’ll outlive us all.” I paused, fearing I wasn’t rallying her spirits as much as I was buoying my own. “Do what the doctors tell you and get some rest. That’s an order! You deserve it.”


“Rest is for old people,” she said.


“You’re no longer young.”


“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should hang up my clothes, lie down on the sofa, and never get up again.”


“Tante!” I laughed, but something ached inside, something as thin and sharp as a razor blade. “Get on a plane and come over here. I’ll pay for your ticket. You can consult an oncologist at Sloan Kettering or Columbia-Presbyterian.”


“Why should I leave my home? I don’t remember your hospitals as being full of miracles!”


“You won’t be alone,” I rambled, remembering how we had stood vigil by my mother’s bedside while she was sustained to life by an iron lung. Though neurologists from all over Manhattan had crossed hospital lines to attempt a diagnosis, the closest they ever came to offering us any hope was implying that the swelling of her brain would soon diminish. But like us, they were hostages of fate, resigned to watching and waiting.


“Please come, Tante, if only to spend some time with me before my wedding.”


“That’s sweet, zeiskeitl, but taking care of a sick person when you’re about to get married and you’re making your first film isn’t such a good idea.”


“Married, I can get tomorrow. Movies, I can make later. You, I’ve never taken care of!”


“Don’t be silly, Rachel! I’m not alone. I live on a kibbutz, which was invented for communal living.”


“Communes aren’t filled with blood relations.”


“On purpose! That way we don’t kill each other, we unite against our enemies.”


“Are you calling me the enemy?” I winced.


“Sometimes relatives love each other so much, they can cause each other a lot of unnecessary aggravation. Distance can be a good thing.”


“So much distance? There are two oceans between us!”


“I’ve lived in H’Artzim for forty years, Rachel, and I’ve lived with you for maybe four years altogether.”


“But what years,” I reflected. “A lifetime of years.”


She paused, acknowledging the gravity of our shared past. “I know, angel, but here I diapered the captain of the cows and built the children’s house out of mortar and sand. H’Artzim is my home.”
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