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Praise for Shadows We Carry




Most Anticipated Historical Fiction Novels of 2023


—Hasty Book List





 

“Shadows We Carry is an insightful novel that probes the complex, painful question of what it means to be Jewish in a post-Holocaust world.”


—Foreword Clarion Reviews





 

“A different era, but oh so current: The late 1960s of Shadows We Carry was a time of turmoil — political and social turbulence, cultural upheaval, and fraying of the bonds of convention. Meryl Ain, the author, has delineated those years beautifully. We feel right there with the novel’s main characters, Bronka and JoJo Lubinski, twins from Queens, New York. Yet their stories will have great resonance for contemporary readers. Each sister must fight for her own rights as women and as Jews. But each needs to look beyond herself toward a society free from the cruelty of discrimination and the brutality of hatred. Shadows We Carry is a memorable novel.”


—Susan Isaacs, New York Times best-selling author





 

“When I finished Shadows We Carry by Meryl Ain, I cried. Reading this book was akin to going home.… To say it is moving is an understatement. For many readers, the tale of twin sisters Bronka and JoJo will be an eye-opener to Jewish life in a New York gone by. Bravo.”


—Marilyn Simon Rothstein, author of Crazy To Leave You, Husbands and Other Sharp Objects, and Lift and Separate





 

“Shadows We Carry transports you into the multi-faceted lives of Jewish Holocaust survivors and their children during the 1960s and 70s in America. Her fully developed characters wrestle with guilt, love, marriage, Judaism, sexuality, politics, and the unraveling of family secrets. Ain, with impeccable research, has made a significant contribution to our understanding of the Holocaust and its dramatic impact on survivors and their descendants.”


—Esther Amini, author of CONCEALED: Memoir of a Jewish-Iranian Daughter Caught Between the Chador and America





 

“Meryl Ain’s sequel to The Takeaway Men is a novel that I couldn’t put down.… the story brings to life the turmoil of the era—the Vietnam War and the demonstrations against it, the marches for women’s equality and the fight for pro-choice … One of the most successful elements is how Ain has incorporated events of the day, as well as the history of earlier times, to the fabric of her story. This adds weight to her novel, grounds it in such a way that also lends authenticity and realism to each of her characters.”


—Jacquie Herz, author of Circumference of Silence





 

“Shadows We Carry by Meryl Ain is an important new book. It is not necessary to read her debut novel, The Takeaway Men, to understand this sequel, whose merits stand on their own. Its themes include: immigration, assimilation, questions of identity, how we define ourselves, and whether Holocaust survivors’ families have a responsibility to track down Nazi perpetrators. I was deeply affected by the novel’s characters and events. The issues raised are as valid today as they were 50 years ago. Book clubs, congregations, and other groups must read and discuss this work. Bring plenty of tissues with you.


—Linda Ettinger Lieberman, Blogger, The Times of Israel












Past Praise for Author


For The Takeaway Men


2020 Best Book Awards Winner in Fiction: Historical


2020 American Fiction Awards: Winner in Historical Fiction


2020 Canadian Book Club Awards Winner in Fiction


“17 Books to Read Before the End of Summer”—Buzzfeed




“The author’s tale is sensitively composed, a thoughtful exploration into the perennially thorny issues of religious identity, assimilation, and the legacy of suffering.”


Kirkus Reviews







“Ain builds a layered world of many different characters to create a complex, difficult, and well-researched novel around the identity of the Jewish community following the Holocaust and the problems and debates it faced.”


—Booklist







“A wise and sensitive work of historical fiction…ties in many themes: stories of Righteous Gentiles, a suspected Nazi living in the neighborhood under a new identity and working in a kosher deli, the stigma then of mental illness, questions of defining Jewish identity and reacting to evil, and the popular culture of the ’50s.”


—The Jewish Week







“All too often, books focus on what happens to people persecuted by the Nazis during the war, but I rarely find a novel that tells the story of what happens to a family after liberation … I would definitely recommend this book to anyone who loves historical fiction…”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5 Star Review







“At a time when the darkness of the Holocaust is being whitewashed, Meryl Ain’s remarkable debut novel illuminates the postwar Jewish American landscape like a truth-seeking torch. An emotionally rich and lovingly told saga of survivors, with great sensitivity to what was lost, buried, and resurrected.”


—Thane Rosenbaum, author of The Golems of Gotham, Second Hand Smoke, and Elijah Visible







“In The Takeaway Men, Meryl Ain tells a gripping story of lives intertwined and shaped by the horrors of the Holocaust and its aftermath. With sensitivity and compassion she makes her characters come alive and remain in our heads and our hearts long after the novel ends. A powerful read!”


—Francine Klagsbrun, author of Lioness: Golda Meir and the Nation of Israel







“An exceptional and vibrant first novel … a portrait of the power of love and the ability of family to embrace and heal.”


—TBR News Media
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THE CHARACTERS INSHADOWS WE CARRY






MANY OF THE CHARACTERS IN Shadows We Carry first appeared in my 2020 novel, The Takeaway Men. This sequel was written in response to the requests of numerous readers who wanted to know what happened to these fictional characters after the book ended.


There are also a few new characters.


Here is some brief information about some of them that will help refresh the memories of those who read the first book and will provide background to those who have not yet read it.


THE LUBINSKIS


Aron – A Holocaust survivor whose first wife and unborn child were murdered in the Kielce Pogrom in 1946.


Judy – Aron’s second wife and the mother of his twin daughters. Although she was born and raised Catholic, she adopted the practices of Judaism for her husband but never converted.


Bronka and Johanna (JoJo) –Aron and Judy’s fraternal twin daughters.


Faye and Izzy – The older cousins who welcomed the Lubinski family into their home when they first arrived in New York from a Displaced Persons Camp in Germany in 1951. They became the twins’ surrogate grandparents. In addition, they also taught Aron the bakery business. and made him a partner in the bakeries they owned.


THE SMITHS


Brian – A news photographer, who becomes a friend and colleague of Bronka’s.


Roy Smith/Rudolf Schmidt/Rory Dougherty – Brian’s father, who came to the U.S. after WW II claiming he had no Nazi past. In The Takeaway Men, it is discovered that he was a guard at Auschwitz, but when confronted, he claimed he has repented.


Margaret –Roy’s wife, mother of Brian and Doreen.


Doreen – Sister of Brian.


THE MORGENSTERNS


Mindy – Friend and neighbor of Bronka and JoJo, whom they first met days after coming to their new home in Queens. Since she was a little girl, Mindy has been trying to solve the mystery of who her biological father is.


Lenore – Mindy’s mother, who was arrested in The Takeaway Men for suspected involvement in the Julius and Ethel Rosenberg Spy Case. She has led Mindy to believe that her father is dead.


Jennie – Lenore’s mother and Mindy’s grandmother, who helped Lenore raise Mindy.


Al Springer – A hugely successful entrepreneur in the burgeoning deodorant business, he served time in prison during the Red Scare in the early ‘50s. He is actually Mindy’s father, but Lenore has forbidden him to reveal this secret to her.


THE STERNS


Bruce – JoJo’s longtime boyfriend


Doris – Bruce’s overbearing mother


Leon – Bruce’s father


OTHERS


Irv Rosen – Irv is a neighbor of the Lubinskis. A very successful magazine photographer, he was born and raised Jewish but agreed to raise his three daughters as Catholic to please his Catholic wife, Connie. He had a confrontation with Roy Smith/Rudolf Schmidt about Roy’s Nazi past in The Takeaway Men. Irv’s daughter, Christina (Tina), is the same age as the twins and is a good friend of theirs.


Ned Jakes – A young man Bronka first met as a colleague on her high school newspaper and with whom she has remained friends. Bronka is intent on getting him to marry her.


Monsignor Stanislaw Kowalczyk (“Father Stan”) – A Catholic priest who was born during the Holocaust in Poland. His family emigrates to New York after World War II.


Oren Lieberman – Nazi hunter and son of Holocaust survivors












PROLOGUE


[image: image]




NOVEMBER 22, 1963


WHEN BRONKA AND JOJO REMEMBERED this day for the rest of their lives, it was not for the unseasonal weather, although the anomaly of spring visiting a week before Thanksgiving certainly made it memorable. It was much too warm and bright for November in New York. It felt almost as if it were May with its luminous and dazzling sunshine and gentle breeze. People cheerfully threw off their coats and breathed in this gift of nature.


The fraternal twins bore little physical resemblance to one another. Bronka favored her father with dark hair and chocolate brown eyes, big-boned, but trim, who now towered over JoJo, who was five feet two inches with blonde hair and blue eyes. As they headed toward their lockers at the end of the school day, friends and classmates kept coming over to congratulate JoJo on her performance. The night before, she had starred in the premiere of her high school’s production of The Boy Friend, where she played the lead role of Polly, the daughter of a millionaire in the 1920s. Her leading man was the strikingly good-looking, blonde and blue-eyed Bobby Bass, who played Tony.


JoJo was convinced that she was on a path toward the dramatic career she had craved since she was a little girl. She had even settled on her stage name—JoJo Luby. Whenever she daydreamed, she wrote the name JoJo Luby in her curling, expressive script, experimenting with hearts for the Os or filling in the Os with smiley faces.


“You really brought down the house last night with the song, ‘I Could Be Happy with You,’” said Bronka. “You know all those cheers were for you. Bobby was clearly chosen for his looks rather than his singing voice.”


“Thanks,” JoJo said with a smug smile. “And thankfully, Papa finally relented and I can do it again tonight even though it’s Shabbos. I’m sad Mama and Papa won’t be there, but …”


“I’ve been meaning to speak with you about that,” Bronka interrupted, somewhat sheepishly. “But I just want you to know that I can’t come to the show tonight.”


“You can’t or you won’t?”


“I guess, it’s both,” Bronka said, always straight with her sister.


“How will that look for the star reporter on the school newspaper—who happens to be my twin sister—to be missing, along with my parents?”


“I’m happy for you; I really am. I was there last night and I’ll be there on Saturday night and Sunday afternoon, but tonight is Shabbos. I don’t feel right about being out and especially leaving Mama and Papa. It’s a big deal that they’re letting you do this and if I go too, it’s like a double whammy.”


Before JoJo even had a chance to respond, they heard the booming voice of Mr. Mendelson, the principal, on the loudspeaker.


“Students, I have very sad news to report. President Kennedy has been assassinated. He was shot when he and Mrs. Kennedy were traveling in a motorcade in Dallas, Texas. All after-school and evening activities are cancelled tonight. All sports events and all performances of The Boy Friend will not take place this weekend. Please stay calm and safe. May the memory of President Kennedy always be for a blessing.”


JoJo screamed, Bronka knelt down to the floor sobbing, and other crying and screaming boys and girls, who moments before had been anticipating a fun-filled weekend, responded to the shock.


JoJo extended her hand to help Bronka up.


“This is the end of the world,” Bronka said. “Nothing will ever be the same again.”












PART ONE





THE LATE SIXTIES












CHAPTER ONE
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BRONKA REMEMBERED HOW SHE HAD been dumbfounded when JoJo revealed the shocking news to her just the night before in the bedroom they shared.


She blushed, remembering how clueless she had been when her twin sister began by giving her hints, telling her how she had actually fainted on the bus the previous day.


Bronka had jumped to the conclusion that JoJo had epilepsy, relying on a distant memory of a film she had seen about the condition when she was in junior high school. But the truth was that JoJo, even though she had managed to get herself into this terrible situation, was only about to enter her junior year at Queens College.


“No, I don’t have epilepsy—I’m pregnant, Bronka! I missed two periods. I had a test and I’m pregnant; I’m due in April. Can’t you see how bloated I am?


Bronka couldn’t see it at all. Her sister always looked tiny and skinny to her.


All through dinner, JoJo gave Bronka signals to follow her upstairs and forgo the Huntley Brinkley Report. The twins could communicate without speaking a word and Bronka could sense her sister’s concern, especially because JoJo was always thought to be the happy-go-lucky sister. Skipping dessert, the girls climbed the stairs to their attic bedroom with its slanted ceiling. It was still pink after all these years, the same color it was when they slept there the first night after getting off the boat from Europe. Plush stuffed animals and pillows with psychedelic colors and peace signs had replaced many of the dolls that used to sit on their flowered matching bedspreads.


Surviving were the worn pink teddy bears Tante Faye had given them on their first day in America when—at three-and-a-half—they arrived from a Displaced Persons Camp with their parents. Where the toy chest once stood was a stereo sitting on a cabinet that housed a stack of 45- and 33-rpm records ranging from Barbra Streisand to the Beatles’ Rubber Soul. On their bulletin boards, The Beatles, Julie Andrews, the martyred President JFK, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Mets were all represented with magazines, posters, or souvenirs.


They each plopped themselves on their matching beds placed side-by-side, both strewn with registration materials. They were 20 years old and about to register for their junior year classes at Queens College the next day.


Ever since her success on her high school newspaper, Bronka wanted to be a journalist, majoring in history and political science, and minoring in education. She had acquired a passion for current events during John F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign in 1960. She read the news, watched the Huntley Brinkley Report each night and Meet the Press on Sundays. As a prolific and enthusiastic reporter, Bronka caught the attention of Ned Jakes, a senior who was editor-in-chief of the school newspaper and who was headed to Columbia University the following fall. Bronka’s passion for journalism was exceeded only by her infatuation with the introspective and talented Ned. She thought that his editorials were probing and profound, and she saw in his enigmatic dark eyes a person who was perhaps as sensitive as she was—a soul mate. She daydreamed about seeing her name in print and making Ned happy.


JoJo was majoring in music and also in secondary education. The education classes were a concession to their parents because she did not want to be a music teacher at all. She wanted to be an actress and she was proud that her talents had begun to be recognized in high school.


In fact, she had not wanted to go to college, and asked her parents if she could try instead to become an actress. But Papa, with Mama acquiescing, nixed that plan and instead insisted that she go to college first and then they would allow her to pursue a career in acting. They argued that she needed the education classes in case her dreams of being a famous actress did not materialize.


In return for promising to go to college and getting a teaching certificate first, they became more tolerant of her dreams. Throughout high school and college, she spent summers as a drama counselor and had starring roles in school and community plays. Her parents now looked the other way when she violated the Sabbath to perform.


But now, JoJo’s pregnancy would put a stop to all of it.


“How did that happen?” Bronka blurted out before she realized what a ridiculous question she was asking. She might not have been experienced, but she certainly knew how babies were made.


To her surprise, JoJo answered: “I don’t know; it was a shock to me and Bruce. He told me he didn’t think I could get pregnant that way.”


“What way?”


“He pulled out.”


Bronka looked down. “I don’t know what to say.”


JoJo’s boyfriend Bruce had fixed Bronka up with a few of his friends, but each time the assessment was the same.


“It just didn’t work out,” Bruce would tell JoJo later.


Actually, Bronka found all of Bruce’s friends—like Bruce—handsome on the outside but vacuous and shallow on the inside. They were simply not interested in the things she cared about: politics, philosophy, history, and changing the world. There was only one boy for her and that was Ned Jakes. Tall, dark and handsome, articulate, a social activist and a deep thinker. She had hung out with him in high school before he graduated and went on to Columbia University. While he was at college, he would take her to movies and concerts—and sometimes the ballet. They had even gone to a few peace demonstrations together. A couple of times, he asked her to accompany him to dances at Columbia as his date. He had even necked with her, but she was yet to make him her boyfriend. And now he was going to get his master’s degree from Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism. And she was hoping to follow in his footsteps there.


“I know the minute you tell Mama about the pregnancy, she will go and tell Papa,” warned Bronka. “So, I think you have two choices—either tell them now or take a chance and discuss this with Tina and Mindy. They’re our oldest friends and are much more experienced than we are and they might have some ideas. And we better do it right away. Especially because Tina is headed back to Georgetown next week.”


The time and place were Bronka’s idea: Brodsky’s Kosher Delicatessen after lunchtime, before the early dinner rush.


When they arrived at Brodsky’s there were only two diners who were about to leave their upfront table. As they waited to be seated, JoJo inhaled the smell of corned beef and pastrami and she told her sister that she felt a little queasy.


They took seats at a table in the back of the narrow restaurant and were soon joined by Mindy, who was a year and a half older than the twins and whose unkempt non-descript brown hair hung almost to her waist. She wore a flowing, sleeveless maxi dress with large red, blue, and yellow flowers. When she bent over to give them each a kiss, they could see that she had long ago dispensed with shaving under her arms.


Just as Mindy was seated, in came Christina Rosen. At 20, she didn’t really look like a college girl. Even without the stark comparison with Mindy, she was incredibly put together. Her blonde hair was perfectly coiffed, her blue eyes were framed with brown eyeliner and curled eyelashes, she wore a cute little white mini dress and she smelled ever so slightly of Chanel No. Five.


“So, what’s the story?” Tina asked.


“Let’s order first,” said Bronka. “And then we’ll discuss.”


The waiter, a young man of medium build with blond hair and sideburns, came to take their order. His round wire rimmed eyeglasses framed his green eyes.


“Hi Bronka,” he said, looking straight at her. “I know you. You were in my political science class with Sol Bramson last semester. I understand he’s a tough grader. Thankfully, I got a B. I heard he doesn’t give As.”


“Yes, I remember you, Brian Smith. There’s a reason they call him B.C. Bramson; he’s got a reputation for not giving many As. I only got a B also. But he’s a very good teacher.”


“So, introduce me to your friends, Bronka.”


After introductions, he took their orders and placed them. Chicken soup and ginger ale for JoJo and turkey sandwiches and cherry sodas for the others.


“He’s cute,” said JoJo. What’s his name?”


“Brian Smith,” said Tina.


“You know him too, Tina?” Bronka asked.


Tina put her finger to her lips and in a tiny whisper, said, “My father knows him. He told me that when he came in here a couple of times, he commented on my father’s camera equipment and asked him questions about photography. He wants to be a news photographer like my dad. Shush, don’t say anything, but I think Brian is the son of the deli man, that stocky guy with the German accent.”


“So what if he is?” Mindy said, always ready to contradict Tina. “What’s the crime in having an accent?”


“Oh, Mindy, it’s impossible to have a civil conversation with you,” Tina said. “Never mind. Just never mind. I can’t deal with you. Bronka asked me to come here for JoJo and that’s why I’m here even though I’m really busy. And my mother and sisters and I have plans to shop for a wedding gown later this afternoon.”


“But you’re not getting married for a year,” Mindy said.


“Look, Mindy, I understand that the kids you hang around with probably don’t bother with the trappings—if they get married at all. But Frank and I want a big church wedding with all the trimmings. That’s what we want and it’s a free country.” She said this with emphasis as she lifted her hand to her face, showing off her round diamond in a princess setting.


“It’s not that free,” Mindy retorted, twisting her lips. “You’re just going to become a cog in the Military Industrial Complex. And what about your fiancé? Bad enough that some boys get drafted, but how do you feel about being engaged to a midshipman—someone who goes to school to learn how to fight? You may like his fancy uniform now, but he’ll probably end up in Vietnam as soon as he graduates.”


“Look girls,” Bronka interrupted Mindy’s tirade, “we didn’t ask you to come here for a political or philosophical discussion, even though I would like that much better than what we have to talk about. We have a problem here and we’re asking for your help.”


“What’s wrong?” Both Mindy and Tina said at once.


“First promise me you won’t tell.” Tina and Mindy both nodded.


“I’m pregnant,” JoJo whispered.


Simultaneously, both Mindy and Tina’s eyes opened wide.


“Doesn’t Bruce know?” Tina asked.


“Yeah, of course he knows.”


“Not your parents?”


“Not yet,” said JoJo.


“A few girls at Barnard have gotten abortions,” said Mindy, who was a year ahead of the three others in school.


“There was one girl, freshman year, who got pregnant and her older sister was a nurse. She got a fellow nurse to do it but she bled so much and ran such a high fever she had to be admitted to the hospital. She almost died. Then there was another girl, who told her parents and they agreed to pay for it. They sent her to Puerto Rico and she came back a week later and she was fine.”


“Yeah,” said Tina. “For that matter, you can go to Sweden where they’re legal. Remember Sherri Finkbine, the Romper Room host in Arizona? It was all over the news about five years ago. She had taken Thalidomide, which causes serious birth defects and not one hospital in our whole country would help her. After she got the abortion in Sweden, they said the fetus had one leg and no arms.”


“Papa hates Europe; he’ll never send her there,” Bronka said.


“Sweden was supposedly neutral in World War II,” Tina added.


“He’d never spring even to send me to Puerto Rico, let alone Europe. He’s much too tight,” JoJo added.


“Isn’t there a doctor down on Union Turnpike who does abortions?” Mindy asked. “Name starts with a D—Drake, Davis, Denning, something like that?”


“Oh no, you don’t want that quack,” Tina screwed up her face. “It’s Dunninger. He’s out of business anyway—for a few years already—thankfully. He went to prison, as well he should.”


“What happened?” Bronka asked.


“Do you really want to know while we’re eating?”


“I have to know,” said JoJo.


“I can’t believe you girls missed this story,” said Tina. “It was all over. My father even took some photos of his house and also at his trial. It was the worst thing you ever saw. He botched an abortion, which killed the mother and then he cut her body into pieces and flushed them down the toilet. He was caught when he called for a plumber. Now, how stupid can you get?”


“Dis-gust,” Bronka said, screwing up her face. JoJo held back tears.


“Have you considered marrying Bruce?” Tina asked.


“Well, we’re planning to get married eventually; we’re pinned. But I want to try out acting first—see if I can get anywhere professionally. I’m going back to the Berkshires this summer to do summer stock. A baby just doesn’t fit in right now. And Bruce is starting law school—it’s three years until he’s finished.”


“I’m really sorry I have to go now,” said Tina, as she got up from the table. “There just aren’t a lot of options. I wish I could have been more helpful.”


As tears welled up in both of the twins’ eyes, Bronka squeezed JoJo’s hand. Their friends had not been helpful. After this meeting, they both understood that the only course of action was to discuss the situation with their parents.
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“Are you walking back home?” Mindy asked. “I’m going to stop by and see my grandmother before I head back to the city.”


“Sure,” said Bronka. “Let’s walk together.”


“I just want to stop at the counter and get some comfort food to take home for her,” Mindy said. “She misses me, and a corned beef sandwich and a cup of matzoh ball soup could cheer her up. And my mother is so busy these days. She’s either at work or since they got engaged, she’s hanging out with Al all the time.”


“So you’re going to see your grandmother and then head back to the apartment in the city and your other life in college?” Bronka asked.


“Yup, that’s the plan. Can I walk with you?”


“Of course,” said Bronka.


Holding the paper bag containing the cup of soup and sandwich, Mindy, Bronka and JoJo walked the three blocks to their respective homes—right across the street from one another—on 253 Street.


“I’m so sorry, JoJo. I wish I could have been more helpful. I feel so bad for you.”


“That’s OK, Mindy. I really don’t want to talk about it anymore,” JoJo said. “Let’s change the subject.”


“Remember the first time we met?” Mindy asked, trying to switch gears as the girls walked together on Union Turnpike towards their street.


“Sure,” said Bronka. “I think I remember it or we’ve talked about it so many times that it’s become a memory. JoJo and I were right off the boat from the Displaced Persons Camp in Germany and you showed us your television, your Tiny Tears doll, and all your Howdy Doody paraphernalia. We really couldn’t understand English, but we were impressed.”


“That was just a couple days before my mother was taken away by the FBI for questioning in the Julius and Ethel Rosenberg spy case. Remember how we talked about the takeaway men for years after?”


“Yeah,” said Bronka. “We were really terrified that we would be taken away.”


“On another topic,” Bronka continued, “may I ask what’s with the hostility towards Tina? She done anything to you lately?”


“No, of course not,” Mindy said. “I don’t have anything to do with her these days. She’s just so establishment and so sure of herself. She appears to have it so together. So blonde and perfect—and conventional.


“My mom and her fiancé, Al, are totally establishment too. Lenore is thrilled with the designer clothes she wears, courtesy of Al, and the two-and-a-half carat, pear-shaped diamond she’s sporting on her left hand. Do you think I’m a hypocrite?”


The twins also knew that Al was footing the bill for Mindy to go to Barnard, and even though they suspected Mindy thought he was a capitalist pig, she was willing, at least for the present, to look the other way.


“I didn’t say a word,” JoJo said. “My mind is on other things.”


“How long have your mother and Al been engaged now?” Bronka asked, attempting to change the subject. “It’s probably only a matter of time until your family moves. Right?”


“Well, they’ve been ‘engaged’ for three years now,” Mindy said making quotation signs with her fingers, “while he keeps his huge house in Great Neck and my mom keeps this house with Bubbie Jennie. Honestly, I’m glad that I haven’t yet been uprooted and can come home from the city. As conventional as it is, the familiar childhood neighborhood is still comforting.


“I have to say, though, I do have a special place in my heart for Al. He’s been nothing but kind and generous to me. He’ll be my stepfather someday, but he’s probably as close to a father as I will ever experience. Whatever I need, whatever I want, he gets it for me before I even have to ask. And he’s also easier to have a conversation with than my mother. She’s still so uptight. Of course, Bubbie Jennie is my special person. She’s always been there for me while Lenore was off gallivanting.”


“So you started to tell us about the Rosen sisters. What’s the story there?”


“As far as Tina and her sisters go, that’s another matter,” Mindy responded. “They never included me in their circle. I always believed they thought they were better than me. But I have to respect the long-time friendship you guys have with them. It’s just that everyone is so impressed with their father, the famous news photographer. Gosh, they never stop talking about how Irv Rosen photographed JFK, LBJ, Jackie Kennedy, the astronauts, and just about every famous person on the planet. They bragged about how Irv was even in the news himself, being mentioned in Talk of the Town, Ed Sullivan’s society column in The Daily News.”


“So, that’s why you hate Tina—because she’s proud of her father?” Bronka asked. “After all these years, I don’t understand why that still bothers you?”


“You really want to know?” Mindy responded with an angry edge in her voice. “I’ll tell you straight. Maybe it’s because I don’t have a father myself and despite my best efforts, I’ve been unable to unlock the secret of why I have absolutely no information whatsoever about him.”


As they turned onto their street of identical brick bungalows, Mindy started humming Pete Seeger’s song, “Little Boxes.”


“Well, the houses on 253rd Street are certainly all the same,” said Bronka. “Except, of course, for dormers and other extensions. But the people aren’t all the same.”


“Most of them are. Just like the houses, they’re all made out of ticky-tacky, just like the song says,” Mindy said.


“Look, my mother and Tina Rosen and her sisters will all end up in boxes. It’s up to you whether you do or not. I think both of you could go either way. But I sure as hell will not. I’m going to find a different path. But first, I have to find out who I really am.”












CHAPTER TWO
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AS BRONKA STOOD AT THE mirror over the blue sink in the upstairs bathroom, she brushed her long, dark hair and reflected on the situation at hand. Thankfully, she thought to herself, Izzy and Faye were out of the house—on vacation. If JoJo was going to broach the traumatizing news of her pregnancy to their parents, it was much better not to have her cousins’ well-meaning but loud and intrusive opinions in the picture.


The older Lubinskis had welcomed and embraced the survivors and their twin girls into their hearts and their home when they first came to America. And Judy and Aron and the girls had lived with them ever since. Now, sixteen years later, Aron was a full partner and running both of the bakeries Faye and Izzy had started, leaving the retired senior citizens free to spend most of the year in Florida. From September through June, they lived in a beautiful and spacious apartment at the Crystal House, a spanking new luxury building in Miami Beach. They had set up Faye’s daughter Becky, who was afflicted with schizophrenia, in an efficiency apartment at the Whitelaw Hotel, where Faye checked in with her every day. The set-up worked—close enough to monitor, but far enough away not to be stifled. Faye made sure that Becky took her medication and also escorted her to the movies, shopping, and out to lunch. In the summer when Izzy and Faye were in Queens, Becky came to visit. They would break up the time with a week or so at Grossinger’s with sumptuous meals, card games, entertainment, and swimming pool.


Each summer, Bronka enjoyed spending time with Aunt Becky, who had been so kind to her as a child, before she witnessed her hitting rock bottom. But now, with medication, she seemed like the original Aunt Becky she loved.


Judy had taken over both the home and business responsibilities where Faye left off. Not only had she become a good cook, but she also inherited the bakery bookkeeping from Faye. She found that she enjoyed the job and also liked chatting with the customers when she chose to work behind the bakery counter.


We better get this over with before Faye and Izzy return, Bronka said to herself, wondering how her parents would react.


When she was fifteen her parents finally revealed to her and JoJo what they had experienced during and after the Holocaust and how their mother had literally saved their father’s life. The disclosure had cleared the air, but it raised more questions than answers. Answers that Bronka was determined to discover. True, the wall of secrecy had been breached, but there was still so much more Bronka had to work out about her family’s legacy.


While both twins had a better understanding of their father’s moodiness, he was still subject to fits of depression and anxiety. Bronka did not know if it was her imagination, but she thought that her mother had become somewhat less meek since the revelation, giving her opinion more frequently and seemingly less squelched by her husband.


What’s more, both parents looked the other way when JoJo went out on Friday nights and at least verbally tolerated her desire to become an actress, and they seemed genuinely proud of Bronka’s writing. But it was only in her diary, which she shared with no one, that she chronicled her innermost thoughts. She often wrote about her crush on Ned Jakes, the boy she hoped to marry, although as Faye said, much to Bronka’s annoyance: “I don’t think this dough is going to produce any bread.”


Bronka remembered that she was mildly annoyed at Faye for making the comment, but she figured that although Faye believed she was an expert on all things, she really wasn’t. As impressive as she was for someone her age, her thinking was rooted in another era. Her surrogate grandmother was loud and opinionated and she loved her, but didn’t necessarily take everything she said to heart.


In addition, Bronka had written in her diary about her brief flirtation with an Orthodox boy when she entered Queens College. She had never reread it; it was much too embarrassing. But neither could she rip out the pages in her diary, which she had contemplated doing. She had kept the documentation as a reminder, a warning of a dream that had been quickly dashed.
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Shmuely


Bronka had been put in her place by her dalliance with Shmuely Ehrenberg, but there was something in a more observant life that still attracted her. Maybe it was the certainty or the centrality of values in religious practice, which she longed for. Maybe religion was the antidote to a world gone amok. And then there was the matter of her own religious heritage.


Unquestionably in the eyes of his peer group—the men who donned tallis and tefillin and with whom he prayed every single day—Aron Lubinski was a super Jew, even a tzadik. He went to minyan every day and often led the service. On Shabbat he read Torah and assisted the rabbi in giving out honors. He put up a sukkah in the fall, and in the spring for Passover he insisted that his wife turn the house upside down removing every trace of leaven.


Yet, in this group of pious men, he kept his family secret. When they were teenagers, he and Judy had been forced to reveal to their daughters and JoJo that their mother had been born and raised Catholic and that she had embraced Aron’s religion—to be fair, wholeheartedly—after she saved his life in Poland. But there was a catch—one that profoundly affected Bronka. Although she considered herself a Jew by choice, their mother had never officially converted. While Judy did not initially grasp the magnitude of the problem, her husband did. And this was something that Aron insisted on keeping secret, but refused to rectify. Bronka often thought that if her father had encouraged her mother to convert, she would certainly have done so. Judy was so anxious to please others, especially her husband, and she had fully embraced Judaism. But he never even suggested it. He had slipped her into the Displaced Persons Camp as a Jew and then continued the subterfuge.


If Judy had converted before the twins were born, they would have been born Jewish, but she had not. And once the die was cast, Aron did nothing to solve it; and Judy continued to function as an observant Jew. So it was a secret that bothered JoJo not at all, but tore at Bronka.


But the first time she had dipped her toe into the Orthodox pool, it had not gone well.


During freshman year she had attended a party in Shira Yudenfreund’s basement. Shira was the daughter of their synagogue’s cantor. Shira’s Orthodox social group at Queens College sponsored the party. And there Bronka met the rakish Shmuely Ehrenberg. He was from Boro Park and was considered a bit of a rebel in the Brooklyn College Orthodox set.


“You know, all of these kids have been together forever,” he told her. “We’ve all gone to the same yeshivas and to the same shuls. There’s absolutely no cross pollination of ideas, let alone people. They’ve labeled me a bad boy because I’m open to interacting with all kinds of people—even those from Queens,” he said as he winked at her.


Much to her pleasure, Bronka found out that he was also a student of philosophy. And after an evening discussing Buber, Franz Rosenzweig, and Samson Rafael Hirsch, she was ready to perhaps forget about Ned Jakes, don a sheitel and commit to the security of an Orthodox lifestyle.


And Shmuely was clever; she had to admit, although Bronka was surprised when he told her how he and his friends had devised a way of avoiding serving in Vietnam.


“I’m learning with a rabbi, who will give me smicha.”


“Wow,” exclaimed Bronka. “So you’re going to be ordained a rabbi, that’s exciting.”


“No, I have no intention of becoming a rabbi. I’m just studying part time with a rabbi, who will give me a piece of paper that says I’m an ordained rabbi and I’ll get a draft exemption.”


“Oh, sort of a like a draft dodging yeshiva?” Bronka asked. “Can you get into trouble?”


“No, not at all, my dear,” he said as his hand brushed hers, seemingly unperturbed by her comment. “I have the paper that says I’m a rabbi.”


After the evening, Shira warned Bronka that Shmuely was considered a rebel, especially by the “no-touchies,” who would not even hold hands with girls. She added that it was even rumored that he dated non-Jewish girls.


None of this information bothered Bronka at all; in fact, it empowered her. Here was an Orthodox person who was a real intellectual, exciting, and open-minded. And his body language was actually more welcoming than Ned’s. Why couldn’t she be Orthodox? It wouldn’t be a big stretch. After all, she still went to shul every Shabbos, kept kosher inside and outside the home, and apparently had a grandfather and great grandfather in Poland, who had been esteemed rabbis.


Even before he called her for a date, she ran to the library and took out This is My God by Herman Wouk. As she read it, she became increasingly certain that she would be able to embrace an Orthodox lifestyle.


When Shmuely came to the door to pick her up for their first date, she was surprised that he wore a black hat, although it didn’t detract from his rugged good looks: he was handsome and well-groomed, unlike many of her peers. He smiled devilishly as he looked her up and down in her sleeveless pink mini-dress. Sitting in a kosher restaurant on Union Turnpike for three hours, they discussed philosophy and religion. At the door, he gave her a tender kiss.


“How did your date go with Shmuely?” Shira called the following day to ask.


“Great,” said Bronka. “I want to learn more about becoming Orthodox. Tell me what I need to do.”


After three dates and heavier kissing, Bronka decided that she would try to forget about Ned Jakes, become Mrs. Shmuely Ehrenberg and move to Brooklyn, have six children who would go to yeshiva, and make cholent for them every Shabbos. She could make herself fit into the Orthodox world. An Orthodox life would give her a foundation from which to convey important values to her children. She was three-quarters of the way there anyway; she could easily do more.


Shira had told Bronka that if you made it to six dates in the Orthodox world, you could expect a proposal. True, she was only eighteen, but that’s how they did it in their community and engagements were short. She could expect to get married within six months, and then attend college until she had a child.


“Forget about becoming a journalist,” Shira told her. “But as a writer, you can always do that in your spare time—if you have any. Maybe you’ll write a book.”


Bronka had dreams of not only being a journalist, but thought she might want to be on television, although you could count on one hand the number of women who did serious news. Bronka knew that was a pipe dream; she was much too shy and inhibited for that. And it was only too easy to convince herself that she could give up that unrealistic dream for a secure, predictable, and happy life.


On the sixth date, Shmuely took her to Lou G. Siegel’s, a fancy kosher restaurant in Manhattan. By then, Shira had informed her that sleeveless mini-dresses were not appropriate for the Orthodox crowd, so she wore a very pretty red dress, which skimmed her knees and had three-quarter sleeves.


After a glass of kosher wine and a lovely dinner of coq au vin, they ordered a slice of the restaurant’s signature babka to share for dessert.


“So, Bronka, you’re really a treasure. I’ve never met a girl who is so knowledgeable and thoughtful about the things I care about. You’re well-read and pretty too. Tell me about your family. I know you said your grandfather and great grandfather were rabbis in Poland and your father’s family perished in the Holocaust. And you mentioned your father goes to minyan every day. Does he daven in an Orthodox synagogue?
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