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They were their mother’s children—passionate, willful, strong…

Aaron—The Eldest. The successful attorney. Riddled with the unrelenting grief of past tragedy, he finds solace in the arms of a beautiful Hungarian physicist—and finds new life as he joins her heroic struggle for freedom.

Michael—A child of the sixties. He translates his civil rights beliefs into action in a Mississippi freedom school—and finds himself torn between the love of two courageous women.

Rebecca—The youngest. An artist like her mother. She gave up her life of luxury to become the wife of an Israeli freedom fighter. And as she is forced to confront her own conflicts and desires, she discovers how much she really is her mother’s daughter.

These are the lives of Leah’s children. Their determination and passion. Their destinies…



Leah’s Children

By Gloria Goldreich



PROLOGUE

New York, 1974

THE YELLOW POLICE BARRIERS had been set up in front of the Ellenberg Institute early that spring morning, but it was not until late afternoon, when the television crews arrived, that small crowds formed and the wondering whispering began. “Some kind of conference,” someone suggested. It was not unusual for the Institute to host a meeting of policymakers and social thinkers. A small Chinese boy wearing a bright red windbreaker insisted shrilly that a sequence for a television show was to be filmed.

“Maybe Kojak,” he said hopefully.

The crowd considered the possibility. It was not unlikely. The neighborhood was often the setting for films and documentaries. Paul Newman himself had raced down Eldridge Street pursued by a gleaming black Trans-Am sports car. Dan Rather had leaned against the mailbox on the corner of Avenue A and sipped coffee from a paper cup during the shooting of a documentary on drugs. The narrow streets of the Lower East Side, with their graffiti-splashed buildings, bustling street vendors, and crowded shops offering Chinese vegetables, sacred Jewish books, discounted designer clothing, and corner trade controlled substances, pulsed with excitement and life. Producers and directors were drawn to the neighborhood, and oddly enough, the presence of the cameras and sound equipment seemed to soothe the junkies and the hoodlums. Films shot on the Lower East Side were usually completed on schedule.

“It’s not a movie,” a young mother said as she lifted her small daughter so that she could see the two mobile cameras, one labeled ABC and the other NBC, as they were wheeled up the ramps usually used by wheelchairs and baby carriages. “If it was a movie, she wouldn’t be here.”

She pointed to Kathryn Conyers, the anchorwoman, who stepped carefully down from the ABC van and walked briskly toward the white brick building. The Ellenberg Institute was a neighborhood phenomenon—during the five years of its existence no graffiti had defaced its tempting surface, and although the front doors were fashioned of glass and the rooms inside were girdled with wide windows, not a single pane had ever been shattered. The drug pushers and their clients, by tacit agreement, stayed clear of the Institute, and the homeless, who slept in the doorway, always left before dawn, carrying away with them the sad debris of their wandering lives.

Kathryn Conyers paused at the entrance of the building and read the simple bronze plaque. She turned and studied the crowd with the detached concentration of a surgeon preparing to operate. These people were the subjects of her cinematic scalpel. She would instruct the cameraman to pan from the milling crowd to the sober, sedate gathering that would assemble in the Institute auditorium. The street people stared back at her with a commingling of curiosity and hostility. She saw them, they knew, not as individuals but as the poor and the dispossessed, alien outsiders who conveniently provided the background for a good news story, a colorful show.

Briefly, the young mother, whose child had begun to whimper, resented the newscaster for her carefully combed and lacquered cap of dark hair, for her well-cut navy-blue suit and shapely legs, and for the calculating coldness of her gaze. But she would watch her program that night, after returning from her design class, and tell her husband, who would not care, how she had seen Kathryn Conyers walk up the steps of the Institute that afternoon.

“Don’t cry,” she said to her daughter. “Don’t cry and I’ll take you to the story hour at the Institute.”

“There is no story hour today,” a middle-aged Hispanic woman told her. “They said yesterday that all the Institute afternoon programs are canceled today because of the award.”

“What award?” an old man asked querulously. He was stooped beneath the weight of books that he had planned to return to the Institute library. His eyes glittered with the irrational anger felt by the very old and the very young when their plans are interfered with.

“The Woman of Achievement Award. I heard it on television. They’re giving it here today to Leah Goldfeder,” the woman replied.

“Leah Goldfeder.” The name traveled through the crowd, murmured with recognition, affection, repeated more loudly with admiration.

“Leah Goldfeder—you know, the artist who made that mural in the Institute auditorium.”

“She comes sometimes still to teach a class. I seen her car.”

“The judge’s mother—yeah, I know who she is.”

Some nodded vigorously, others shrugged. They knew her, they knew of her. She was not a celluloid personality to them. Some had watched as she painted the vast mural that spanned the eastern wall of the auditorium. The teenagers had vied for the privilege of holding the ladder steady as her brush flew to paint the windows of the tenements, the flapping laundry on the roofs, the small children concentrating on their street games.

“Hey, watch yourself, be careful,” they had told each other roughly. They had feared for the safety of the aging woman in the bright purple smock who captured their world on the bright white walls. But the artist herself had not been fearful. She had hummed as she painted, and smiled at them, and occasionally she had sent out for Cokes and distributed Hershey bars—her children’s favorite treats when they were younger.

“Aaron and Rebecca—my son and daughter—they would go to Librach’s candy store after school. But I suppose Librach’s is gone now,” she had said musingly.

No one remembered anyone named Librach. The neighborhood had changed and was changing still, and it had taken them some minutes to establish that the Hernandez Bodega had once been a candy store where a man named Moshe Librach had mixed egg creams and sold chunk chocolate and candy bars. Still, some things had remained the same. They watched as she painted a woman standing at a window, staring wistfully down into the street. “That’s Rosa Morales,” someone said. “No. That’s Lucy Chin.” Many young women stood at tenement windows and looked yearningly down at the busy world below.

“Who is it, Mrs. Goldfeder?”

“It could be anyone,” she had said softly. “It could be me.”

The children had laughed. How could it be the artist? Her hair was white and she was old; the woman she had painted was young, and her long dark hair fell to her shoulders.

The mural had been completed, but Leah Goldfeder returned occasionally and held open studio classes. The young mother had attended a few sessions and watched the artist demonstrate brush-work techniques. Shyly she had offered her own portfolio for comment, and Leah Goldfeder had flipped through the drawings.

“You’re talented,” she had said at last. “But you need training. If you worked you could develop your talent—use it as a basis for a craft—perhaps fabric design. You have an eye—a good eye—and a flair.”

“But how can I study?” The mother shifted her child from one arm to the other as though to demonstrate the reality of her encumbrance.

“I did it.” The statement was matter-of-fact, unpitying, unrelenting.

“But I have the child.” She would not mention her poverty to Leah Goldfeder, who fingered a necklace of pearls as she spoke.

“I had two small children. And I could barely speak English.”

She had told the young woman then how she, a newly arrived immigrant, had taken art classes at the Irvington Settlement House. Charles Ferguson, who now owned a Madison Avenue gallery, had been her teacher. He had prodded and encouraged her, and she had worked and studied.

“Nothing happens by itself,” she said. “Nothing happens unless you make it happen.”

Her reply angered the young woman. Leah Goldfeder could talk. She had it made. A chauffeured car waited for her outside, and a diamond ring glittered on her finger. What did she know about stretching hamburger meat and waking up in the middle of the night in a cold apartment to comfort a crying child? Still, she had noticed that Leah Goldfeder’s hands were work-roughened, and she had seen the flash of recognition in her eyes.

A week later she saw an ad for an evening course in design at Cooper Union. Nothing happens unless you make it happen. The remembered words spurred her to register. A small step, but she had taken it. If Leah Goldfeder had succeeded, she might have a chance—if she could get her head together, get her life together.

There were those in the crowd who had seen Leah Goldfeder when she visited the Institute with Joshua Ellenberg. Always, the elderly woman and the middle-aged man walked slowly down the corridors, glancing into rooms where classes and discussion groups were held. The work of the Institute was varied, almost eclectic. It offered classes and clinics, services for groups and for individuals. There were no rigid guidelines for Institute projects. It had been established, the directors of the Ellenberg Foundation patiently explained, for the betterment of the neighborhood where Mr. Ellenberg had grown up.

Leah Goldfeder and Joshua Ellenberg had once taken seats in the bright, airy day-care center and watched the resting children stir uneasily on their plastic kinder mats. Leah had whispered to him, and a week later small folding cots, easily stored in a corner, had been delivered. They had spent an afternoon in the library and listened to the volunteer librarian translate Help Wanted ads to an attentive Puerto Rican couple. The next day the library was authorized to subscribe to the daily Spanish and Chinese language newspapers.

“She sees everything,” the librarian had observed wonderingly.

Leah Goldfeder’s children were also familiar to neighborhood residents. Her son Aaron, the judge, got his picture in the paper often enough and there were those who remembered visiting the judge’s office during a time of trouble. The other son, Michael, the college professor, lived in their midst, in the same house on Eldridge Street to which his parents had come as newly arrived immigrants from Russia. He gave lectures and ran a clinic for learning disabled children at the Institute. And the Goldfeder daughter, Rebecca—she lived far away but she, too, came to the Institute and had once given a joint session with her mother at the studio workshop. She also was an artist, but her work was very different from Leah’s. Leah always worked in oils, but Rebecca experimented with medium and style, sometimes working in pastels and then dashing off graceful pen-and-ink drawings. The neighbors were prepared to concede that Rebecca was a fine artist, but nothing, they agreed, could compare with Leah’s mural. She had captured their world and touched their hearts.

Suddenly, a new excitement swept the crowd. Two police department motorcycles careened down the street, their sirens screaming.

“The mayor’s coming,” someone yelled.

“You’re kidding!”

“Oh yeah? Wait till you see him.”

“I heard on the radio that the governor was coming also—or maybe it was a senator.”

A cordon of police officers stood behind the barriers now, tall, smiling men who did not touch their nightsticks. They did not expect any trouble here this afternoon—not for an occasion like this and not for someone like Leah Goldfeder. They were there purely for crowd control. They grinned at the Chinese kids who came too close to the barrier and stood on tiptoe to read their badge numbers. They frowned at the overweight, dead-eyed Moonies who milled around selling flowers and fingering the municipal licenses pinned to their jackets. The young mother bought a bunch of daffodils, digging the money out of a tattered wallet. It was her milk money, but some days flowers were more important than milk.

A long, gray limousine pulled up, and Joshua Ellenberg and his family stepped out. The crowd cheered, and Joshua raised his black leather prosthetic hand in acknowledgment and flashed his familiar smile. Everyone knew the Ellenberg myth. His picture had even appeared on the cover of Time magazine. “A Jewish Horatio Alger,” the caption read, “the man who turned rags into riches.” They knew that he had grown up in the Eldridge Street apartment that his family had shared with the Goldfeders. He had been a peddler as a child, collecting fabric scraps from one sweatshop and selling them to another. He had gone off to fight in World War II, and a German bullet had smashed his hand on a French battlefield. He had returned to start a small business, which mushroomed into Ellenberg Industries, but he had never forgotten the neighborhood of his boyhood nor his allegiance to Leah Goldfeder and her family.

His wife was beautiful, the women agreed as Sherry Ellenberg hurried into the building, followed by the children. It was a shame about their daughter, though. “What happened to their daughter?” someone asked, but no one offered an answer.

Joshua Ellenberg, too, paused at the bronze tablet and briefly, gently, touched his fingers to the raised lettering. The crowd was silent. They all knew the legend on the tablet and why that particular plot of land, empty and weed-clogged for so many years, had been chosen as the site of the Ellenberg Institute.

Now the limousines arrived in rapid succession. The mayor and his entourage flashed obligatory smiles and hurried inside, glancing nervously at their watches. Andy Warhol came with Charles Ferguson, the gallery owner, who looked wistfully across the street to the Irvington Settlement House. He had taught painting classes there, and Leah Goldfeder had been his student. Now the building was a methadone center plastered with posters in Chinese and Spanish. The Lower East Side had changed since the days he had wandered it as a young man, sketching the new arrivals from eastern Europe, the bearded men, their bewigged wives, and the wide-eyed children who trailed behind them.

A steady parade of newcomers hurried into the building. State senators, the chairman of the President’s Commission on Women’s Rights, the youthful president of Columbia University. The entire ensemble of the Dance Theatre of Harlem emerged with heart-stopping grace from a sleek blue-and-silver minibus. Leah Goldfeder had painted the poster for their successful fund-raising effort; Joshua Ellenberg had underwritten their international tour.

“There’s her son, the judge,” someone shouted, and a small burst of applause greeted Aaron Goldfeder and his family.

Aaron waved, his cheeks burning with the fiery blush characteristic of redheads, although his hair was silver now and only his shaggy brows were copper-colored. Aaron’s oldest daughter reminded some of the elderly retired garment workers in the crowd of Leah Goldfeder as a young woman. She had worked to organize a union in her own shop—the Rosenblatt Shirt Factory, and they still remembered that Friday afternoon when a fire had destroyed that factory. The old man, who stood clutching his books, had been a young pants presser then, and he had stood almost on the exact spot where he waited now, and had watched the young Leah, poised on a window ledge, her white blouse streaked with soot, her dark skirt scorched at the hem by the flames that leaped about her feet. She had jumped at last, and he had wept when she plunged to safety.

The judge’s daughter walked with her grandmother Leah’s grace and smiled her brilliant smile. She had inherited the family height, and someone said that she was a student at Harvard. The crowd marveled at that—the magic of America. Her grandfather, David Goldfeder, after all, had been a factory worker who had studied on the subway as he traveled to evening classes at the City College of New York. And now his granddaughter went to Harvard and one son was a judge and the other a college professor.

Michael Goldfeder and his family arrived next, and Leah’s younger son squinted at the crowd with a scholar’s myopia. His wife walked beside their children—startlingly beautiful youngsters, dusky-skinned and dark-eyed, with fanciful foreign names. Michael was the only one of the three Goldfeder children who had not grown up on the Lower East Side. He had been born when Leah’s husband, David, had already completed medical school and qualified as a psychiatrist. Yet it was Michael who had chosen to live in the neighborhood. He had renovated the building to which his father had brought the pregnant Leah when they arrived from Europe. Aaron Goldfeder had been born in the room where Michael’s own children slept, and Leah, when she visited, always avoided that room, as though she were haunted still by the conflict of that pregnancy, the violence of that birth.

Michael, too, glanced at the building’s plaque as he entered, and a barely discernible shadow crossed his face.

“There she is! That’s Leah Goldfeder!”

Excitement swept the crowd as the familiar black Lincoln Continental pulled up. The first to descend was a graceful woman in a bright red suit whose long dark hair, silver-streaked and curling, was coiled into a thick chignon. That was Rebecca, Leah’s daughter. Wasn’t she the one who had gone to Europe after the war and been involved in smuggling Jewish children into Palestine? They searched their memories but could not be certain. She was an artist, though—she had inherited her mother’s talent, her mother’s courage.

A tall man with iron-gray hair followed her—her husband, it was supposed, although no one knew his name—and then two boys who turned their faces away from the curiosity of the crowd and bent forward to assist the elderly woman who slowly eased her way out of the car.

Leah Goldfeder stood erect in the bright sunlight and smiled to acknowledge the spontaneous burst of applause that greeted her. Although the afternoon was warm, she wore a turquoise silk cape over the simple white wool dress, woven through with silver, that exactly matched her hair, which was plaited into an intricate coronet. Her weathered skin had a topaz glow, but the lines of age and loss were cruelly carved across her even-featured face. Still, a half dimple danced at the corner of her generous mouth, and golden shadows glinted in her large dark eyes. Her grandsons stood beside her, but although she smiled at them, she walked forward alone with a graceful dignity, slow-stepped but steady. As she passed the police barrier, the young mother, clutching her child, rushed forward and offered her the cluster of daffodils.

“How lovely,” Leah said in the musical voice that still retained the trace of an accent. She accepted the sun-colored bouquet, removed a single flower, and gave it to the crying child, who pressed it to her tear-stained cheek and was quiet.

Leah studied the younger woman’s face.

“You look so familiar.”

“We spoke once.” The reply was cautious, shy. Leah Goldfeder would not remember her.

“It will come to me.” The sadness and courage in the young mother’s face teased her memory. She balanced her child with tender strength, and Leah thought of herself, so many years ago, lifting the child Rebecca and straining to see the pastel streaks of an urban sunset. She smiled and the young woman smiled back. Again, recognition flashed between them.

She paused at the entry to the Institute and selected another daffodil. She placed the golden flower on the edge of the bronze plaque, with the care of a graveside mourner balancing a small stone on a slender marker. Only then did she hold her hands out to her grandsons and allow them to escort her into the building and down the blue-carpeted aisle of the auditorium. Thunderous applause swelled as the audience rose to cheer her in her slow walk to the stage.

The mayor was the keynote speaker. Briefly, he outlined the history of the Woman of Achievement Award, which was jointly sponsored by the municipality, the American Association of University Women, and the President’s Commission on Women.

“This is one of the highest honors that can be paid to a woman in the United States,” he said, and his eyes rested on the silver-haired woman who sat, tall and attentive, in the blue leather armchair. It occurred to him that he had not yet been born when Leah Goldfeder reached the shores of the great city that he now governed. Still, he came from a union family, and she had been part of the mythology of his boyhood. His mother and his aunt had worked as finishers at the Rosenblatt Shirt Factory, and once a year, on the anniversary of the fire, they journeyed to the cemetery in Queens and visited the graves of the girls who had not survived the fire. Always, they told him, they had met Leah Goldfeder there, sometimes alone, sometimes with her husband, David.

“It’s like her to remember the dead,” his aunt had said.

“And it’s like her to care for the living,” his mother had added.

The mayor’s mother had died five years ago, and he winced now at the knowledge that he had visited her grave only once in all that time. Quite suddenly, he departed from his text and spoke of himself as a small boy, listening to the stories of Leah Goldfeder.

“I heard about her first as a woman of the people, a woman who honored the past and looked to the future. Later, I learned that she was a woman who could cause things to happen. During the war she mobilized the ready-to-wear industry and broke production records. She was responsible for the development of enterprises that provided jobs for thousands of citizens. Always, she remained first and foremost an artist.” His eyes rested briefly on the mural, and then he continued. “She never considered it demeaning to use her art for the greater good of the world she lived in. She proved that a woman could be a loving wife, a nurturing mother, without abandoning personal fulfillment and communal responsibility. Her greatest achievement is the exciting life she has lived, which she continues to live with joy and dignity—a life that serves as example and inspiration.”

Aaron Goldfeder was the next speaker: Judge Goldfeder, whose landmark decision on the rights of political refugees would soon be tested in the Supreme Court. He was familiar to most of the audience. He appeared regularly on public television panels, and although he spoke softly and slowly, viewers leaned forward to listen to him. Always his opinions were carefully considered and resonant with the authority of intellectual soundness and humane understanding. Now his voice was controlled, but those who sat in the front rows saw that his hands trembled and that his green eyes glinted with dangerous brilliance.

“I want to thank his honor, the mayor, for his tribute to my mother. I would like to take the liberty of adding to his remarks from a very personal perspective—that of a son, a firstborn child.” He glanced at his mother, as though requesting her approval. She inclined her head, and he turned back to the audience, his voice imbued with a new strength.

“I ask you to think now, not of Leah Goldfeder, mother and grandmother, distinguished artist and designer. Rather, I ask you to think of a young Russian woman, a girl really, not yet out of her teens but already widowed and cruelly exposed to the brutality of irrational hatred. That girl, pregnant and married for a second time to a young man scarcely older than herself, undertook to cross a continent and an ocean, to begin a new life in a new land. A journey toward hope, an odyssey of optimism.

“She might have questioned that hope, that optimism, during her early years in this country—long, difficult years when my adoptive father, David Goldfeder, struggled as a sweatshop worker and our family shared a railroad flat on Eldridge Street with other immigrants as poor as ourselves. There are those who would romanticize poverty, but let us be honest. Poverty is interesting and dramatic only in retrospect, as the fodder of nostalgia. Poverty, in reality, is soul-destroying and, often, life-threatening. But Leah, my mother, would not allow it to destroy her soul, to threaten her life. She rose above it and seized control of her own destiny and the destiny of our family.

“She took my father’s place in the sweatshop so that he could attend medical school and qualify as a psychiatrist. She studied design, and her talents became our salvation. She was, as the mayor said, a woman of the people who believed in social justice. She knew that hope must be coupled with perseverance, and she hoped and persevered and worked toward the formation of a labor union.

“That union was hard-won. Flames, blazing on this very spot, consumed the lives of those who fought for it, and my mother herself was saved by miraculous fortune.” He paused. His voice broke and his eyes burned. Tears streaked Rebecca’s cheeks, but Leah sat quietly, her face veiled in sadness. She had been saved by love, he knew. She had been saved because Eli Feinstein, with a lover’s ruthlessness, had thrust her free of the flaming factory to the safety of the street below.

“I ask you to think of my mother,” Aaron continued, “as a young woman who had at last savored some success, achieved some comfort. Still, she chose to leave the warmth of her home, her husband, and her children, in an effort to save the family she left behind in Europe. That effort was among her few failures. I never knew my grandparents. They are numbered in that grim census of the six million, and I do not know how or where they died. But I do know that I fought on their behalf, and my mother endured the uncertainty and the sorrow of that war without surrendering to despair.

“Leah and David Goldfeder fought their war in this country. He soothed the souls of the bereft, and she worked to clothe the warriors for freedom. Together they dreamed of peace, of our family safe and united. They could not have known how brief that peace would be for our people, or that the same irrational hatred that killed my natural father on an Odessa street would kill my adoptive father on a Negev kibbutz. Again, my mother was stricken with grief and loss, and again, she did not submit to despair.” His voice was very low now, yet every word was clearly heard, and the audience did not stir when he wiped his eyes. There was dignity in his sorrow, and gentle acceptance. It occurred to some that he was his mother’s son: he, too, would refuse to submit to despair.

Now his voice rose with new strength.

“I ask you, finally, to think of a mother who endowed her children with the greatest gift of all—the freedom to live their own lives, to forge their own destinies. My sister, my brother, and I myself—we three are heirs to a precious legacy, an inheritance of hope, a birthright of faith. We honor our mother, Leah Goldfeder, with our love, and we hope that our lives, our journeys, reflect her own.”

There was a moment of silence, shattered by reverberant applause. The audience rose and continued to clap rhythmically, and the dignitaries on the stage also stood. Aaron, Michael, and Rebecca glanced at one another, and tears glinted in their eyes as remembered sorrow struggled with remembered joy. Aaron took Rebecca’s hand, and she in turn reached for Michael’s arm. Thus linked, they reclaimed their seats as their mother advanced to the podium. She turned first to them (always, they thought, she had turned first to them) and then to the audience. Her musical voice was very low, strained by emotion, weakened by age, but every word was clearly heard in that silent room.

“Your Honors”—she nodded to the mayor, to the state senators, and to the serious-eyed woman who was the president’s personal representative—“my friends, and of course my children, I thank you for the honor that you pay me today. It is wonderful that we have gathered at the Ellenberg Institute, which my friend Joshua Ellenberg built as a gift of love to the community that nurtured him during his boyhood and that offered me and my family safe haven and opportunity during our early years in this great country. It is fitting that Joshua selected this site for a building that offers opportunity and promise to all who enter it. Perhaps you noticed the plaque on the entry; it is a memorial plaque for those who once came to this very location to earn their daily bread, for those whose lives were consumed in the flames that destroyed the building that once stood here—the Rosenblatt Shirt Factory.”

The name stirred recognition in the audience. A susurrant murmur wafted through the auditorium, and then they were quiet again.

“That fire happened decades ago, but the creation of the Ellenberg Institute on this site proves that hope cannot be consumed, that creativity will fight destruction, that life will endure even where death has briefly triumphed. This belief has guided my own life. Through the darkness I looked toward light. During moments of despair I clutched at fragments of faith. Always, I sought to light my single candle.”

She paused, and her children, hands still clasped, exchanged a secret glance. Was their mother remembering the war years when she had been consumed with worry about her parents in Europe, about Aaron, who had been taken prisoner in Ethiopia? Did she think of the risks Rebecca had confronted in Israel, of the dangerous roads Michael had traveled, of their father’s tragic death? Aaron pressed Rebecca’s fingers hard and teasingly; she scratched Michael’s palm—the reassuring gestures of their childhood asserted themselves as they listened to their mother.

Leah turned to her sons and daughter. Her lined face was wreathed in the smile they knew so well. She was pleased because they were together and because their hands were linked in love. Her daughter’s husband, her sons’ wives, her grandchildren sat in the front row, their bright faces turned upward toward her. She trembled with gratitude for the gift of her long life, for generations spanned and generations promised.

“This is what I tried to teach my children,” she continued. “To wrest hope from despair, to seize the moment, to recognize the strength of tenderness, the power of caring. I thank you for the award you give me today. I accept it on behalf of all those who know that flames leap skyward, yet are subdued, that although ashes cover dead land, green shoots press upward through scorched earth, and that a white building can rise on foundations of charred rubble. This I have learned from my life and from my children’s lives. I thank you.”

Again the audience rose, and now the applause was deafening. Men reached for their handkerchiefs and wept without embarrassment. Women turned to one another, muted secrets sealed in their eyes.

The ceremonies were concluded, and slowly the audience filed out of the white brick building, past the bronze plaque with its message of hope and survival, past the much-diminished crowd.

Leah Goldfeder remained on the stage in the cavernous room, her gnarled fingers caressing the golden medallion. The Ellenbergs and her own family clustered about her.

“You must be tired, Mama,” Rebecca said.

“I’m tired. But they need some pictures for publicity still. And this reporter, Kathryn Conyers, wants a short interview—she’s doing a story on the Institute, and it could be important for fund-raising—so a few more minutes. Could I say no?”

“We’ll wait for you in the lounge, then.”

The photographers’ lights flashed. She followed their directions, leaning forward, settling back, turning her face in profile, smiling. They grinned at her, impressed by her composure, her quiescent compliance, and they thanked her with a gentleness atypical of their profession as they packed their equipment and left.

“I have only a few questions.” Kathryn Conyers settled herself into the chair next to Leah’s. She smiled with the radiant confidence of a woman who knows what she wants and is assured of getting it. The great statesmen of the world had been vulnerable to her smile, to her gentle, probing questions, her incisive conclusions.

“Mrs. Goldfeder, I came here today planning to do a brief spot on the Institute and on the Woman of Achievement Award. But I think there’s a bigger story here—your story.”

“I’m an old woman,” Leah protested gently. “Old women don’t have big stories.”

“I don’t mean a news story. Something more than that. I want to do a show on you and your children. You know, everyone is floundering for direction these days, yet you and your family steered a straight course. You seem to have always known exactly where you were going, and you were able to guide your children toward their own fulfillment. We’d like to share your secret compass with our viewers—do some in-depth interviews with your children.” Kathryn Conyers’s researchers had given her some background on the Goldfeder children. Aaron, the judge, had somehow been involved in the Hungarian revolution. Rebecca’s name was recognized throughout the art world, and a profile on Michael Goldfeder, written at the time his sociological analysis of the sixties was published, recalled his own dramatic involvement in the civil rights movement.

“There is no secret compass, no blueprint.” Leah’s soft voice grew even fainter, as though drained by a sudden weariness. “Life happens to you. You start out with hope and dreams, with scraps of talent, shreds of ideas. David and I tried to give our children some direction, some impetus. We had known a great deal of sorrow before we came to America, and we spoke to our children about strength and belief, about courage and choice. But always we knew how chance balances choice. A man and a woman meet, and both their lives change. A child is born with a gift, a talent. There is possibility and promise, and then a car moves too swiftly down a city street, a man moves through the night toward an unfamiliar sound. In the space of a heartbeat, a life is changed. In all our lives—in all our journeys through the years—everything is possible and nothing is predictable. And my children’s journeys were, perhaps, more unpredictable than most.” In her mind’s eye she saw Aaron walking alone down a Budapest street, Rebecca poised at her easel straining to capture a Negev sunset, Michael standing on the steps of a Mississippi courthouse. Such complicated journeys, undertaken without the aid of a steady compass, a reliable map.

Her voice had drifted into a dreamy whisper, and Kathryn Conyers understood that there would be no swift interview revealing the facile secret of parental success. The stories of Leah Goldfeder’s children were entangled in memory and dream, in tales of summer days and autumn nights. They would not lend themselves to crisp, fast-paced cameo sequences, to the rapid crossfire of question and answer. She closed her notebook, picked up her tape recorder.

“Goodbye, Mrs. Goldfeder,” she said. “I congratulate you and I thank you.”

The newscaster left, but Leah sat on in the darkened auditorium. It was an old woman’s prerogative, she thought, to sit quietly in the dim light of late afternoon, to unravel the skeins of memory and toy with discrete strands.

She looked at the mural, focusing on the portrait of the young woman at the tenement window. In the neighboring panel she had painted three children walking down a narrow street—two boys and a girl, moving through the sunlight beyond their mother’s vigilant gaze.

How often she had watched her children move through shadow and light, together and alone. A sliver of memory pricked and teased; she saw her children’s upturned faces brushed with amber light, heard her sons’ deep voices, her daughter’s gay young woman’s laughter. Ah yes, she thought, untangling memories and grasping the moment at last—that first Labor Day party at the Ellenbergs’, when they had laughed and talked beneath the loosely hung fairy lights. That night, after all, had marked a beginning, a new cycle of seasons in their lives.

Slowly, then, she went to join her children—Aaron, Rebecca, and Michael. She heard their soft voices, their children’s laughter.



LABOR DAY

1956

LEAH GOLDFEDER stood at the window and studied the red-winged blackbird magically balanced on a slender branch of the maple tree that dominated her garden. Her first Labor Day without David, who always had a special fondness for the holiday that marked the end of summer. Still, she noted, with a pleasure that she had not thought to feel again, that the bird’s scarlet flashings matched the tree’s fiery crown of leaves. The brittle foliage, always the first to take on the bright mantle of autumn, rustled musically in a vagrant breeze, and a single leaf trembled and fell onto the thick green grass. She leaned forward, and her sudden movement frightened the blackbird. It soared southward, its brightly slatted wings scissoring their way through the azure summer sky.

The hallway clock tolled the hour with delicate chimes, and she turned from the window. Aaron and Michael would be arriving soon to take her to the Labor Day party at the Ellenbergs’ Great Neck estate. Traditionally, the Goldfeders had hosted the festive reunion of family and friends that marked the changing season, but Leah had not protested when Sherry Ellenberg cautiously suggested that it be held at her home “this once.” She had, in fact, been relieved. Her journey to Russia had exhausted her, and she was not yet ready to greet her guests alone in this garden, where once David’s presence beside her had been so essential. She had known that it was best to have the party elsewhere, to mark a new beginning and acknowledge that there had been an ending.

Briskly, racing against a threatening melancholy, she went to her closet and selected a dress of topaz silk, shot through with intricate threads of silver that matched the moon-colored talons that wove their way through her long dark hair. She searched through her jewelry box for the smoky opal pendant and the small combs that matched it. She swept her hair back, sculpted the silvered plaits into a regal crest, and slid the combs into place. She studied herself in the long mirror and acknowledged with shy surprise, with an almost guilty pleasure, that her appearance pleased her. She felt a surge of excitement, of pleasurable anticipation.

It would be good to spend an evening with old friends, to laugh at mild jokes and stroll through Joshua’s pleasant garden exchanging confidences with those who had shared her life. Tomorrow Michael would leave for Berkeley, but she would share this evening with her sons—a family together on this day when summer drifted into fall and leaves began to fall from laden trees. It was sad that Rebecca was so far away, but her last letter had hinted that she might be visiting New York very soon.

“Yehuda is involved in a project that may require a trip to New York,” Rebecca had written guardedly. “Perhaps I will come with him.”

Leah knew that Rebecca could not be more explicit. Her husband, Yehuda Arnon, was often called away from their desert kibbutz to undertake assignments abroad. Rebecca never described these “assignments,” and her American family did not ask her questions.

Leah heard the car pull up and the front door open.

“Mom, are you almost ready? Joshua takes points off for lateness,” Aaron called. Even in the brief, jocular admonition she discerned the melancholy in her son’s voice. Sadness had adhered to Aaron since the death of his wife, Katie. He could not forget the fragile young woman whose life had ended beneath the wheels of a car. She had wasted her life and willed her death. Poor Katie, poor Aaron.

“I’ll be right down,” Leah replied and gathered up her gloves and evening bag. But before leaving the room, she went again to the window.

The flowers of early fall had blossomed and golden zinnias and tawny chrysanthemums blazed in bright profusion about the privet hedges. They were neighbored by the last of the roses, full-petaled in delicate tones of white and pink, breathing out their poignant, desperate fragrance. The seasons merged; endings and beginnings met in mysterious convection. Autumnal evening winds swept away the lingering warmth of the summer afternoon.

“Mom!” It was Michael who called her now, his voice as brash with impatience as once her own had been when she had called him in from play. So swiftly did the years pass and roles reverse themselves.

“I’m coming,” she said again and descended the stairwell.

Her sons, lean and tanned in their dark blazers and pale linen slacks, looked up at her, and briefly, magically, she saw their fathers in the eyes that met her own—Yaakov, the husband of her girlhood, killed in an Odessa pogrom, in the emerald glint of Aaron’s moody stare, and David, her life’s partner, in the gold-flecked gray of Michael’s gaze. A wave of loneliness swept over her, and she gripped the newel post with whitened knuckles, but when she spoke to her tall sons, her voice was, as ever, steady and controlled.

“I’m lucky to have such handsome escorts,” she said.

“You look beautiful,” Aaron said softly. He and Michael exchanged a swift, conspiratorial glance. They shared a secret and the temptation to reveal it to Leah was overwhelming, but they had pledged their silence and so they said nothing. They smiled in anticipation of the pleasure their complicity would bring their mother in only a few hours’ time.

*

The stone wall that rimmed Joshua Ellenberg’s Great Neck estate was strung with glimmering lights that cast their drifting pastel hues across the dark-leafed trees and thick-boughed firs. Rainbowed prisms danced across the clear blue waters of the kidney-shaped in-ground pool. The bar had been set up near the cabana, and small white tables and chairs rimmed the pool. Uniformed maids circled the tiled area and offered the guests tiny frankfurters rolled into golden crusty blankets of dough, miniature knishes, small balls of gefilte fish balanced on brightly colored plastic toothpicks. Leah smiled as she dipped her fish into the sparkling red horseradish. Joshua might disguise the cuisine of his childhood, but he remained faithful to it.

“Exactly the sort of food Sarah used to cook,” she said to Anna Ellenberg, Joshua’s aunt, who sat beside her.

“What Sarah cooked you could see,” Anna replied. “For this food you need a magnifying glass.” Sarah Ellenberg, Joshua’s mother, had died a year ago, and Anna kept house for her brother now, in the Brighton Beach red-brick house where the Goldfeders had lived after their move from Eldridge Street.

She shifted her bulk in the small white lawn chair and twirled a frankfurter around disconsolately. The green-and-white print dress her niece had ordered specially from Bergdorf’s strained against her ample bosom, and her thin gray hair had straggled free of the beauty parlor’s hair spray and hung in loose wisps about her florid face.

“I would have cooked for tonight,” she said sadly, “but Joshua won’t let me put a hand in cold water. ‘Why should my aunt work when I can afford a caterer?’ he says. He doesn’t think that maybe I want to cook, that I enjoy it. Ach, children, do they ever know what we want?” She sighed heavily, and Leah touched her work-reddened hands in sympathy. Anna’s fingers shook lightly, and she forced them into a fist as she struggled for control against the Parkinsonian tremor.

And what do we want from the children? Leah wondered silently and leaned back because she knew the answer to her own question. She wanted them to be settled, to steer their lives according to a charted course; she wished them to be happy in their work, serene in their homes. But Michael was vague about a possible profession. The next day he would leave for Berkeley. She was skeptical about his plans for graduate work in sociology.

“Why sociology?” she had asked in the car as they sped toward Great Neck. Michael had explained before, but now, on the eve of his departure, she asked the question yet again, as though anticipating a different answer.

“I thought about different social patterns while I toured Israel. The collective. The kibbutz. The different ways we can live in the world. I want to understand more about people and how they manage their lives. I guess it sounds sophomoric, but more than anything else, especially since Dad died, I want to understand how we can change things, make them better.”

“It doesn’t sound silly,” Leah had replied gently. He was David Goldfeder’s son, and David Goldfeder had become a psychiatrist because he thought he might discover the origin of the bacillus of evil that had driven men to the excesses of hate he had witnessed during the pogroms of his young manhood in Russia. Michael, too, was a searcher after clues, a kindler of small candles that flickered valiantly against the encroaching darkness.

“And why Berkeley?” she had asked.

“I’ve never been to California,” he had replied, apology and defense vying in his voice. She had understood then. California because it was so far away, across mountains and desert, at the edge of a sea she had never seen, distant from her and the life he had known. She, who had left her parents’ village and traveled by herself to Odessa, understood that there came a time when children had to leave their parents, when distances had to be traversed and new pathways forged. It was Michael’s turn now, to journey toward himself.

She watched him as he leaned languidly against the white-columned portico and chatted with a slender blond girl who kept her eyes fixed on Michael’s face while her fingers toyed with the “Stevenson for President” button she wore on the collar of her pale blue button-down blouse.

“Leah!” Charles Ferguson strode toward her, his arms outstretched. “I’ve tried to call you but always missed you. I want to hear about your trip to Russia.”

Her former art teacher would not ask about David’s death, she knew, and she was grateful to him. He had written a tender letter of sympathy, but like many artists, committed to capturing life and movement in sketchbook and on canvas, he was uncomfortable confronting death and stillness.

He sat down beside her and, cocooned in the intimate, sharing silence of old friends, they watched as the long shadows of evening darkened the turquoise water of the swimming pool. Across the lawn, Lisa Ellenberg and a friend played badminton in the waning light. The girls’ short felt skirts swirled about their bright bare thighs, and they pummeled the feathered bird as though fending off night itself. On the terrace a phonograph softly played “Que Sera, Sera.” The languid song of a generation at peace, the accepting ballad of a country that believed its battles were over. World War II was in the past, and the Korean War was done with. The general who had engineered D day no longer wore a uniform. He sat in the White House, smiling benignly at his people, innocent Mamie in bangs at his side. And his people, in turn, whizzed down newly paved interstate highways in their pastel-colored large-finned cars. They rushed to lay claim to homes in new suburban developments. They filled their oversized trunks with shopping bags and cartons, television sets and Mixmasters, grills to be used on their flagstone patios, and portable radios to broadcast the happy music of peace and prosperity in finished basements painted to resemble knotty pine.

Joshua Ellenberg stood at the bar with Aaron and Michael.

“You didn’t tell her, did you?” he asked.

“Held ourselves back,” Aaron replied.

“Good. The car just left the airport. They’ll be here in less than an hour.”

The three men grinned at each other. Leah had prepared surprises for them during their childhoods. Joshua remembered still that the only birthday party he had ever had, Leah had made for him. A surprise party to which each of their Eldridge Street boarders had brought a small gift—a ball laboriously fashioned of rubber bands, a leather-bound account book, his first fountain pen. Rebecca had knitted a scarf for him, of bright yellow wool. Faded and frayed, he had it still and kept it in a secret corner of his armoire. It was his turn now, he thought, to startle Leah with joy, to confound her with pleasure.

The maids carried lamps over to the large buffet table and flooded it with light. The snowy white cloth was covered with platters laden with chicken and roast beef, bowls of potato salad and cole slaw, intricately cut sour pickles and tomatoes, bright red peppers and golden clusters of pickled cauliflower. Leah thought of the meal she had shared with Jewish activists on her last evening in Russia. Slices of cheese and hard-boiled eggs. Yellowing scraps of lettuce and pale slivers of tomato, all obtained after standing on food queues for hours. How could she explain the austerity of Russia, its stoic sadness, its wintry desperation, to these American friends and relations who surrounded her? They were so deeply tanned, so well fed and well clothed, so full of optimism as they argued amiably about the virtues of Stevenson over Eisenhower, of Long Island over Westchester, of the new large-screen television sets over the filtered magnifiers.

“When I think of Russia,” Leah said softly, “I think only of darkness. Not of having but of wanting.”

“What do you mean, Aunt Leah?” her nephew Jakie asked. He was, after all, Russian-born. Occasionally, in vagrant dream, he ran through the green forest of his boyhood, singing a song he could not recall in his waking hours.

“There was never enough light,” she said. “In every room I visited we sat in shadows and strained to see each other’s faces. There was talk only of what would be, not of what was. Someday there would be a refrigerator. Someday there would be a gas stove, a space heater, a new lamp for the corner where no light fell. In Odessa I visited my cousins. Three families shared one flat. The married couples had to make appointments to use the one bedroom that had a door that closed.” She paused; she would not tell these guests of Joshua’s how the others in the apartment could hear their gasps of delight, their moans of swift ecstasy as they hastily coupled. “They taught the children Hebrew from an old primer that they kept covered with a book jacket from a Russian text,” she went on. “The pages were loose, and after each lesson they taped it carefully together. Like a love letter. I visited David’s niece, who was about to be married. She did not want a wedding dress. She wanted a pair of boots. We tried to buy them in the government-run department stores. They showed us sandals from Bulgaria, canvas gym shoes from Poland. The Dollar store had no boots, and I bought her an electric samovar instead and left her my own boots. A strange wedding present. ‘Never mind,’ the bride said, ‘I won’t need them at all when we go to Israel.’ But who knows when she will get to Israel? They say that the waiting list of applicants stretches the length of the Don.” As she spoke, her voice grew softer, as though she struggled to contain a secret pain; her sentences became abrupt and complicated in syntax. She was again thinking in Russian and translating her thoughts into English. A quirk of age, she thought, annoyed with herself. Still, it had been pleasant to speak in Russian with Boris Zaslovsky, the middle-aged physician with whom she had felt such keen rapport.

Aaron stood on the fringe of the crowd and listened to his mother. She looked sad, he thought, yet there was a purposeful intensity in her tone, a determination in her movements. She was busy again, involved. Twice a week she went into the city to confer with officials who spoke of organizing a campaign for Soviet Jewry. She was designing a poster, wording a petition. Her absorption took her mind off David’s death, absorbed the energy she might have diverted to wild grief. Vaguely, like a sick man who has despaired of finding a cure, he wished that a new passion had enveloped him at the time of Katie’s death. Then or now. How wonderful to concentrate on agendas and committees, to work fiercely on position papers and memoranda, to exchange urgent phone calls and hold midnight meetings in dimly lit hotel rooms.

There would not be time, then, to remember the soft sobbing in the quiet of a springtime midnight, the random flares of irrational fury, the sad deceptions and the sadder truths. He had his work, of course, and he accomplished it competently but without the total immersion and involvement he had felt when he and his wife had practiced law together. Together. The word seemed a bitter mockery to him now. In truth, he and Katie had done nothing “together.” Always, she had been sealed into a terrifying aloneness that excluded and deceived him. He had loved and had been unloved. He had wanted and had been unwanted. And, he thought, he had had the power of intervention and had not intervened. Harshly, he blamed Katie for the illness, the despair, that had swept her to her death, and even more harshly he blamed himself for his own weakness. He should have forced her to seek help. He was the son of a psychiatrist, and he had rejected David Goldfeder’s gentle offers to help, to advise.

“Aaron, I’m going to fix a plate for myself. Shall I get one for you too?” the dark-haired young woman who stood beside him asked.

He was startled. Although he had walked across the lawn with her and had been aware of her hand lightly touching his arm, although she had been talking to him softly, almost intimately, her voice a breathless whisper, he had all but forgotten her presence as he lost himself again in memories of the past. His indifference to her saddened and shamed him. Laura. That was her name, he remembered now. She taught third grade at the Brearly School and took literature courses at Columbia University’s School of General Studies. She loved Dylan Thomas. And she was pretty. Her long brown hair floated about her shoulders and was held in place by a headband that matched her turquoise peasant skirt. She had summered on Fire Island, and her white peasant blouse circled shoulders burnished to a rose-lit gold. She was the prettiest of the many pretty girls Sherry and Joshua Ellenberg had produced for him since Katie’s death—the cousins of neighbors, the sisters of business associates, all of them attractive and single.

Laura wore a very good perfume that brushed the air with the drifting fragrance of wildflowers, and although her face was lean, impertinent dimples cleft her cheeks. Other young men had smiled at her as they passed, and Aaron’s cousin Jakie Hart had, without asking, removed her empty cocktail glass from her hand and brought her another, newly filled with gin and tonic and the crescent of a lime. He had blushed when she smiled and thanked him. Clearly, she was a girl who was used to having her glass refilled without asking. And yet Aaron was indifferent to her soft voice, her teasing laughter, even to the glorious swell of breasts beneath the sheer white blouse. He felt no desire to touch the golden roundness of bare arm, nor did he wonder what her face would look like in shadow. Had all desire frozen within him, he wondered, when he stared down at Katie’s lifeless, broken body, at the pallor of her skin and the rain-wet hair that clung so closely to her delicately molded skull?

“I’m not really hungry,” he said and hoped that Laura would not see his words as a rejection, that Sherry Ellenberg (who watched them from the terrace with the wishful gaze of the matchmaker manqué) would not be disappointed.

She smiled, the indifferent grin of a good loser in a game that she had not particularly wanted to win. Aaron Goldfeder’s sadness had briefly intrigued and challenged her, but he was too pale, too entangled in a web of grief. She made her way to the buffet table, where she stood beside Jake Hart and allowed him to select a tender piece of chicken for her plate, to spear a slice of roast beef and surround it with a snowy mound of cole slaw. Jakie Hart was not pale. His skin retained the ruddiness gained during long summer afternoons on the tennis courts. His father, Seymour, often reminded Jakie that he had worked eighteen hours a day to establish S. Hart, Inc. Jakie always smiled amiably and patted his father’s arm.

“That was then, Pa. This is now.”

They had come a long way from the crowded railroad flat on Eldridge Street where sewing machines hummed through the night in the living room while his aunt Leah bent, red-eyed, over designs and patterns at the oilcloth-covered kitchen table. Jakie Hart, in his plaid slacks and snowy white sport shirt (the inevitable hart that was the trademark of the family company sprinting across the pocket), radiated the optimism and prosperity of the times. Wars and want were done with. He was not sad. He was newly divorced and not displeased with his single status. He told jokes loudly and laughed at them before delivering the punch line. Now he held Laura’s arm as they walked across the lawn and found seats beneath a giant elm.

Aaron remained alone on the fringe of the crowd, smiling politely at the friends and relatives who passed him, answering their questions with cordial restraint.

Sherry Ellenberg, newly elected to the presidency of her Hadassah chapter, asked him if he would speak at a meeting.

“On what topic?” Aaron asked

He liked Joshua’s pretty English wife, who had always been considerate of his family, who touched Joshua’s black leather prosthetic hand with unembarrassed tenderness.

“Something political. The election, perhaps. What’s happening in Suez.” Sherry’s intentions were sincere, but her knowledge was vague. She giggled charmingly.

“They’re closely related, actually,” Aaron said. “Eisenhower speaks with Dulles’s voice. President Charlie McCarthy to the Secretary’s Edgar Bergen. And Dulles is so obsessed with containing communism in Asia that he reneged on the promise to help Nasser build the Aswan Dam because Nasser recognized Communist China. So last month Nasser paid him back. He nationalized the Suez Canal. Now our French and English allies are in trouble. That’s going to be the major issue in this election—the direction of our foreign policy.”

Michael Goldfeder had moved to his brother’s side, and he listened carefully, fingering the Stevenson button that the blond girl who stood at his side had pinned on his jacket minutes before.

“What I can’t figure out,” he said, “is why Dulles is so hip on the SEATO pact. Why the hell are we involving ourselves in Southeast Asia? Damn it, he’s committed us to the defense of a country that doesn’t even exist—South Vietnam.”

“I wouldn’t even know where to find it on a map,” Sherry said. “But if you could just concentrate on the impact of the Suez situation on Israel, that would be terrific.”

“I’ll try to work something up,” Aaron promised. “Yehuda should be able to help me.”

Sherry smiled knowingly.

“Isn’t their timing fantastic? I couldn’t believe it when Rebecca called from London last night and said they were on their way. It will make the party for Leah.”

“Our sister, Rebecca, who lives in Israel, is arriving tonight,” Michael explained to the blond girl. She smiled, pleased to be included in the secret.

Hand in hand, she and Michael walked over to the patio and began to dance to the music that blared from the phonograph. She laughed and whispered something into Michael’s ear, but Aaron noticed that his brother did not return her smile, nor did his eyes change expression, although his arm encircled her slender waist and he commanded her body with the flexing of his wrist. Like himself, Michael was a victim of grief; they were, the two of them, fraternal invalids, slow to recover from the grievous malady of loss. Aaron went to the bar and asked for another drink, a double scotch, straight up.

Leah watched him down it in a single swallow and frowned. How long would Aaron linger on the edge of the crowd, restrained by grief and loss? She, too, had known overwhelming sorrow. She had been only eighteen years old and pregnant with Aaron when his father had been killed—but she had rebuilt her life, molded her own destiny. Her children would have to do the same. She could not shield them from the vagaries of life, the inevitable losses, the random wounds of rejection and misjudgment. They were solitary travelers now, embarked on their separate journeys.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the rush of a powerful motor grinding suddenly to a halt.

A late arrival, Leah thought—one of Joshua’s business friends. She turned her attention to the dessert buffet and admired the huge pyramids of fresh fruit, cakes topped with swirls of cream, snowy caps of meringue, chocolate pools of mousse bordered with ivory-colored ladyfingers. This was always Rebecca’s favorite time at any party, Leah remembered. Joshua and Rebecca shared the craving for sweets peculiar to those who had felt deprived of them as children.

She noticed now that the guests were not converging on the buffet table but were gathered still at the gate. The new arrivals were probably celebrities—television personalities involved in the shows Joshua had begun to sponsor. He had plunged heavily into television advertising.

“It’s the wave of the future,” he had told Leah. “Watch it. Television’s going to elect presidents and market ready-to-wear.”

He had watched the Kraft Television Theatre for three consecutive weeks and had called his advertising agency. A month later, The Ellenberg Hour: Sixty Minutes of Fine Drama was launched. Perhaps one of his stars had come to the party. Leah’s own curiosity was piqued, and she moved toward the small crowd. They grew quiet and separated into two groups, leaving a path for the tall man and woman who rushed toward Leah, their arms outstretched, their faces sun-burnished.

“Mama!” Rebecca’s voice was vibrant, joyous; her arms enveloped her mother and her lips brushed Leah’s cheeks. She tasted the tears that streamed with joyous release from Leah’s eyes.

“Becca, I didn’t know, I never dreamed you’d be here.” Leah was breathless, full of wonderment. How beautiful Rebecca looked, her dark hair caping her shoulders, her skin golden against the rich blue fabric of her dress. She had been traveling for hours, yet her strong, even-featured face betrayed no fatigue. Rebecca was energized, as she always had been, by joy and excitement. Michael and Aaron moved closer to their sister. She was still their golden girl, their brave and ebullient princess.

Yehuda, too, embraced Leah.

“Three days ago I was told that there was business for me to see to in New York. Luckily Rebecca could join me, and we were able to arrange flights that would bring us here in time for the party.”

“Well, you made it in time for dessert,” Joshua said. “When we knew you were coming, we doubled our mousse order, Rebecca. Do you remember how we used to lick the spoon when your aunt Mollie made chocolate pudding?”

“No mousse will ever taste as good as my mother’s My-T-Fine,” Jakie Hart said.

The family laughed, launched on the familiar tidal wave of reminiscence. Always, on Scarsdale verandas, on Long Island lawns, on the patio of Rebecca’s small kibbutz bungalow, their conversation reeled back to their beginnings on the Lower East Side as, with practiced skill, they ignited each other’s memories.

Yehuda Arnon watched his wife. Her eyes sparkled and her laughter was musical. Aaron’s arm was around her shoulder; Michael’s hand rested on her head. Yehuda looked about at the spacious garden, the sculpted bushes were patterned with the golden glow of the lights, and the glimmer of the dangling lanterns was refracted in the clear water of the swimming pool. All this warmth and luxury, these shared memories, this family closeness, Rebecca had given up to live with him on their stark border kibbutz.

“I don’t regret it,” she had retorted defiantly once when he spoke of it. “I don’t think back to the past. The important thing is our future, the children, what we are building together.”

Brave Rebecca, he thought, my radiant Rivka. He had thanked her silently then, for keeping silence, for not accusing him of too often lingering in the shadows of a time that had passed, of a love that had vanished. They were together. They had each other and the adventure of their lives.

“How are the children?” Leah asked Rebecca, the question tinged with grandmotherly anxiety.

“The baby, Yaakov, is fine,” Rebecca replied. “He’s such a happy baby. I sometimes keep him with me in the studio when I paint. And Noam and Danielle spoil him terribly.”

“And Noam and Danielle?” Leah asked. She was fond of the children of Yehuda’s first marriage. They had welcomed Rebecca into their lives with warmth and affection.

“They’re fine. And my work is going well. The studio that the kibbutz built for me is marvelous. You can’t imagine what it’s like to paint in the light of the desert dawn. I brought some work to show to Charles Ferguson—just a few small canvases. There was no time to organize things properly. We had to leave in such a rush….” Her voice trailed off. The haste and urgency of her departure cast a shadow across the bright picture she had painted of her life on the kibbutz—the happy children, the chortling baby, the involvement with work.

“Will you be able to stay long?” Leah asked.

“I don’t think so. We need every working member. We have to mount a twenty-four-hour-a-day guard.”

“Are things so bad, then?” Leah asked with sinking heart.

“Bad enough,” Rebecca said, but there was no fear in her voice, no despair, and Leah remembered how calmly the Israelis assimilated the dangers of daily life in their beleaguered country. “A tourist bus was attacked near Beersheba about a month ago,” Rebecca continued. “Nasser’s actions on the Suez have made the fedayeen bold. Last week they attacked a team of surveyors on the Eilat highway and killed one man. Uri Cohen. We knew him well. He was a cellist and sometimes played with our kibbutz chamber music group. Noam is in the Scouts with his son.” Her voice was tinged with accepting sorrow.

“But has anything happened on the kibbutz itself?” Leah persisted. Her question was laced with fear. David Goldfeder had been killed in front of the kibbutz children’s house, during a nocturnal struggle with an Arab intruder. Sometimes Leah awakened in the night, remembering her husband’s inert body sprawled across the ground, his blood petaling the ocher sand with a crimson rosette. She was seized with fear then, for Rebecca and her family. The children are all right, she would whisper to herself. Their grandfather’s ghost protected them. Still, she trembled as she listened to the news, scanned the morning paper.

“We are very careful,” Rebecca said. She touched her mother’s hand reassuringly. She- would not tell Leah about the harsh searchlight that illumined the kibbutz each night, nor would she describe the electrified fence they had built. “And besides, we will not allow things to continue this way.” She spoke with firm determination, and Leah was gripped with a fierce pride in the brave, golden-skinned young woman who was her daughter.

Rebecca joined her brothers and Yehuda, who stood beneath a tall elm, its boughs threaded with tiny flickering bulbs. The amber glow of the lights lit their upturned faces, and their mother watched them, moved by their beauty, stirred by their strength and the sweetness of their laughter, as their memories converged onto a fragment of remembered joy.

Yehuda and Aaron walked together toward the small copse where Joshua Ellenberg had hung wooden swings for his children.

“It’s wonderful that you and Rebecca could be in New York just now,” Aaron said. “It means a great deal to my mother. Especially since Michael leaves tomorrow for Berkeley.”

“I’m glad it worked out,” Yehuda said. “A happy coincidence. It wasn’t Michael we were thinking about when we undertook this journey, Aaron. It was you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. I came because of you. I must speak with you about an important mission that I hope you will undertake.”

“A mission?” Aaron repeated the word as though it had been plucked from a foreign language. “I’m not a secret agent, Yehuda. I’m a workaday lawyer and sometime law professor. I think you’ve come to the wrong address.”

“I hope not,” Yehuda replied gravely. “I pray not. Rebecca was sure you would help us.”

Aaron looked at his sister, walking now beside the pool with Joshua Ellenberg. He supposed that he would always remain a hero to Rebecca. He was the older brother who had shepherded her through the streets of the Lower East Side, told her stories when their mother was delayed at a union meeting, their father absorbed in his studies. He had fended off the bullies who chased her across the Brighton Beach boardwalk, and he had struggled to answer the questions that had bewildered her during their shared childhood. “Are we still brother and sister even though we have different fathers?” “Of course.” The brusque certainty of his reply reassured her as no explanation would have. “Do Mama and Papa love each other?” “I don’t know,” he had replied, whispering into the darkness of the Eldridge Street apartment. “Yes, they love each other,” he had told her later, much later, after their move to Brighton Beach, after Michael’s birth. The honesty of his earlier uncertainty affirmed the validity of his new assurance. She had believed him. “I’m glad,” she had said, and she had pressed closer to his protecting shadow.

Rebecca still carried a snapshot of Aaron in his RAF uniform. She had never seen him behind the barbed wire of the Italian prisoner-of-war camp, nor had she seen him surrender to grief when Katie died. She did not understand that with the passing years their roles had been reversed. She, the younger sister, lived daily on the edge of danger, while he went each day to his law office, welcoming the predictability of his practice. It was Rebecca who now searched for answers, while he had all but stopped asking the questions.

Yehuda absently pushed a child’s swing. It stirred the still air, moved with languid rhythm; moonlight whitened the slatted seat.

“This mission is very important. Important to both our countries,” Yehuda continued.

“What is it about?” Aaron asked. His voice was steady, but he felt an odd surge of excitement.

“I cannot talk about it here. It involves other colleagues. Can we meet tomorrow morning—early?”

“My apartment. Seven o’clock,” Aaron said.

“Good.”

Abruptly, Yehuda turned and strode toward Joshua and Rebecca. Aaron watched them and wondered if Yehuda knew that once, so many years ago, Joshua had imagined himself in love with Rebecca. It no longer mattered, of course. They had each found new lives, new loves. Only he remained in limbo. Still, he was swept now, by the half-forgotten feverish excitement he had felt as a young soldier, just before a battle, that curious commingling of fear and fearlessness, of trembling trepidation and soaring courage. “An important mission,” Yehuda had said. Aaron was eager suddenly for the night to drift into morning, for secrets to be revealed, mysteries divulged.

His mother touched his arm.

“I think we should leave. Michael has a long journey tomorrow. Rebecca will drive back with us, but Yehuda is staying in the city.”

“I’m going to stay in the city also,” Aaron said. “An early appointment I’d forgotten about.”

“I see,” Leah said. She had seen Yehuda and Aaron speaking earnestly, their heads bent close, in the darkness of the copse.

They thanked the Ellenbergs and made their farewells. The blond girl kissed Michael lightly on the cheek.

“Remember, you’re for Adlai,” she said. “I’ll give you a call if I get to the Coast.”

Aaron shook hands with his cousin Jakie and smiled at the woman named Laura, who looked absently at him. Would his cousin sleep with her tonight? Aaron wondered. Would she have slept with him, Aaron, if he had filled her plate, smiled into her violet eyes, and listened to her recite fragments of Dylan Thomas? It did not matter. He did not care. He wanted only to return to his empty apartment, to speculate briefly about Yehuda’s “mission” before falling into heavy, nepenthean sleep on the wide bed he had once shared with sad-eyed Katie.

The family walked to the car together and stood with their arms linked. They inhaled the sweet night air, tinged with the melancholy fragrance of autumn, and looked up as a flock of gray geese sliced a swathe through the black velvet night sky. The birds soared above them in a smoke-colored streak, their wings softly beating against the resistant air.

“Dad loved the Canada geese,” Michael said softly.

“I remember.” Rebecca watched the birds, and thought that only a few days earlier she had stood beside the sand crater that shadowed their kibbutz bungalow and watched a flock of egrets wing their way to the Dead Sea. She was swept by the wondrous mystery of her life. It was exciting, after all, to belong to two different worlds. Tomorrow she would walk down Madison Avenue and show Charles Ferguson the canvases she had painted in the desert wilderness. Her father would have liked her new work, she knew, and she watched the wandering fowl that David Goldfeder had loved so well disappear into the darkness.

“Your father is dead,” Leah said. She looked at her children. The steadiness of her gaze, the quiet of her voice, formed a command. “We must stop looking backward and see things through our own eyes now. We must make our own lives, our own new beginnings. That is what he would have wanted.”

Aaron embraced his brother, kissed his mother and his sister, his lips brushing their cheeks. Rebecca’s skin was petal-soft, Leah’s as delicate as crepe.

He shook hands with Yehuda.

“In the morning,” his brother-in-law said.

“In the morning,” Aaron agreed, and he braced himself for the lonely trip, the long, dream-haunted night.



AARON

Budapest, 1956

AARON stirred uneasily in sleep, struggling against the dream, and then lay still, surrendering to it, enduring it. As always, in this nocturnal visitation, she lay motionless across the bed, her eyes wide and staring, the hint of a smile curling her lip. As always, he passed his hands across her naked body, surprised at the satin smoothness of her skin, at the delicacy of her bones beneath his probing fingers. He pressed his palm down hard on the jutting edge of her hip, moved to the twin columns of her sternum and then to her breasts; their soft fullness contrasted with the almost skeletal slimness of her body. His tongue licked at her nipples, as ripe and rosy as the first strawberries of spring. They tasted vaguely of milk, and he sucked wildly and felt her body move at last beneath his own. Her hands seized the great swell of his strength and moved across the taut, pulsing muscle, urging it to thrust, yet holding it back.

She pressed the heel of her palm against its smoothness and moaned softly as it trembled, straining and powerful, yet submissive to her touch. And then he was arched above her, glowing with a subdued radiance, and she allowed him to glide into the welcoming canyon of her body. Now his hands pressed against her shoulders and his body moved in desperate rhythm, but quite suddenly, as always, her skin lost its warmth. His hands fondled cool, unyielding marble; her arms rested at her side, palms upturned. Her body was motionless, as cold within as it was without.

Still, he would not surrender. He continued to ride her, pounding at her as sweat formed on his forehead, coursed down his body. Each thrust was a mighty blow, echoing resonantly, hammering at her resistance. Aaron whispered her name. “Katie.” He shouted it. “Katie!” Her silence birthed his fury. He lifted himself high and descended with vicious thrust. She would awaken. Up and down again. She would live. His love would keep her alive. He pounded yet harder, battering at her with abandon. His love would keep her alive. He heard the sounds of his passion, the urgent beating of his body.

Exhausted, he lay still, yet a harsh tympany continued. It became a knocking, an insistent summons, punctuated now and again by the urgent ringing of a doorbell. His doorbell. The real world had invaded his dream.

Bewildered, disoriented, Aaron opened his eyes and sat up. He was, of course, alone in his bed amid tangled and sweat-stained sheets. The doorbell rang yet again, and he glanced at his clock. Seven-thirty. Of course. Yehuda and his colleagues were at the door. Lost in the punishing, familiar dream, he had overslept.

“I’m coming,” he called. He pulled on his slacks and a shirt, found his loafers amid the clutter of bedside books and papers, and hurried to open the door.

Yehuda stood in the doorway flanked by two strangers, a tall, slender man who stood rigidly erect, the small dome of his balding head glowing pinkly in the dim light of the hallway, and a short, stocky man who trained a jovial smile on Aaron, although his eyes narrowed in a shrewd appraising glance.

“We are early?” Yehuda asked and looked at his watch.

“No. You’re on time. My fault. I overslept.”

The two strangers glanced warily at each other, and Aaron felt that he had failed a small test, disappointed them in an important way.

But Yehuda only smiled and preceded the others into the apartment. Clearly, he was the leader.

“I’m not surprised. I thought you looked very tired last night. I tried to call you this morning, but your line was busy.”

“Damn,” Aaron said bitterly. He had done it again, then. Always, he and Katie had taken the phone off the hook before they made love. Now, sleep-drugged, dream-bound, he made the same futile gesture as he pursued her illusory presence, her frozen, unresponding shade. “I must have knocked the receiver off. An accident.”

“You are alone, then, Mr. Goldfeder?” the tall man asked.

“Apparently,” Yehuda interjected, his tone at once protective and annoyed.

Still, he raised no objection as the tall man walked past Aaron into the bedroom, where he stared at the empty rumpled bed and replaced the receiver on the cradle. The assumption of proprietorship, the implied distrust, irritated Aaron, but he said nothing. It occurred to him that he did not like Yehuda’s colleagues, and he wondered how Rebecca, who shared the familial sense of privacy, reacted to them. He shrugged and went into the kitchen, where he made four cups of instant coffee, congratulating himself on having milk and sugar and four clean teaspoons. He placed everything on a tray and carried it into the living room.

“Thank you, Aaron,” Yehuda said. He nodded to the tall man. “I want you to meet Yoram Almogi.”

Yoram Almogi held out his hand, and as Aaron shook it, he noticed that the Israeli’s fingers were cruelly hard against his own and briefly unrelenting as Aaron withdrew. A brief and petty assertion of authority. There were lawyers who used that same disarming tactic before a trial, at a meeting.

“And this is Reuven Greenstein.”

Reuven Greenstein nodded, ignored his coffee, and looked around the room. His eyes rested on Charles Ferguson’s pen-and-ink sketches, drifted to an oil of brilliant anemones in Rebecca’s defined primitive style, and finally concentrated on Leah’s painting of the maple tree that dominated her garden. It depicted the tree in the autumn season, its leaves bloodied by impending death and drifting onto the lawn, dried and wearied by the seasons.

“Your mother is a wonderful artist,” Reuven Greenstein said, and his voice was soft, almost reverent. A collector, Aaron decided, and the man corroborated his thought. “I know something about paintings. I run a small gallery in Tel Aviv—that is, when things are normal.”

“And things are not normal?” Aaron asked as he shrugged into his jacket.

He sat down on the living room couch, indifferent to its careless bachelor disorder. Yehuda moved to the windows and carefully lowered each shade. He drew the drapes so that no light escaped and then went to the front door, where he fastened the chain and pulled the bolt on the double lock into place. The small, deliberate gestures transformed Aaron’s apartment into a clandestine headquarters, darkened and secured.

“No, Aaron, things are decidedly not normal,” he said. “Even for Israel, the situation is now extraordinary. The border incidents are no longer ‘incidents.’ They are acts of terror. Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal has made the fedayeen more daring. Rebecca does not want to alarm her American family, and so she has not written to tell you what has been happening only kilometers from the kibbutz—an attack on a tourist bus, a surveyor killed by snipers. We have grown accustomed to sleeping in shelters. But something must be done.”

“But what can be done?” Aaron asked. “Short of marching on Suez itself?”

The three men looked at one another. At last Yehuda spoke, leaning forward, his voice low.

“Aaron, whatever we tell you must be held secret. I do not mean to be dramatic, but that is the reality of the situation. You remember that when I met Rebecca I was a Bericha agent?”
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