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For my grandparents and great-grandparents, who believed in the American Dream.


And for my parents, who defended and saved freedom and democracy as members of The Greatest Generation.




Until we are all free, we are none of us free.


—Emma Lazarus




PROLOGUE
AUGUST, 1942
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KIELCE, POLAND


WHEN THE TRUCK WITH THE painted Red Cross on its doors left Edyta off on the dirt road leading to her house, her neighborhood was already dark and quiet. Only the barking of a dog shattered the silence. The myriad silvery shining stars ignited the night sky like a pattern of delicate sequins and illuminated her path. Although she was exhausted and sweaty from her long day’s work, and her nurse’s uniform was damp and clung to her body, she could not help but reflect on the magnificence of God’s creation. But how was it possible, she pondered, that the barbaric Nazi destruction that was overrunning this corner of the earth—her town and her country—coexisted against the backdrop of God’s masterpiece?


Earlier that day, she had smuggled three toddlers out of the Kielce Ghetto and into the safety of the Convent of the Blessed Virgin Mary. The mother superior there had now sent her home with a small basket of bread, cheese, and apples for the two Jewish adults she was hiding in the attic of her father’s house. She knew hiding Jews, especially in her own home, was a risky proposition and not within her comfort level. Her expertise was in rescuing small children, not grown-ups. But when she was asked to smuggle two adults from the ghetto, one of whom she had known since childhood, she’d had no other choice. She knew full well that her decision was not without peril, particularly because her father, a Polish policeman, supported the Nazis in their hatred of Jews.


Despite her concerns, she convinced herself that this is what her late mother would have wanted her to do. Her mother had been a nurse, and Edyta’s choice of a helping profession was no accident. Her mother had always been kind and caring, and had had a good relationship with her neighbors, including the Jewish doctor for whom she worked. Sometimes, as a small child, Edyta would accompany her mother to the office, which was located in the large stone house where the doctor and his family lived. She would fetch bandages and cups of water for the patients. As she got older, she became her mother’s assistant, and was determined to become a nurse like her. The doctor had even offered to pay for her tuition at the nursing school in Radom when the time came.


Edyta had been infatuated with the doctor’s son, Aron, ever since she could remember. He told her how he planned to become a physician too and go into practice with his father. As she got older, her crush on him grew. She had secretly dreamed of working beside him, and perhaps even marrying him one day.


But before Aron had an opportunity to apply to medical school, Jews were barred from higher education and from the professions. Hitler’s invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, and the ensuing chaos dashed Edyta’s dreams of attending nursing school. She was forced to stay home with her widowed father, who had taken to drinking excessively and spewing forth anti-Semitic vitriol.


As she approached her street, she saw her small two-story house with its slanted roof and brown weather-beaten shingles. She was grateful for the cover of night because she could walk home without neighbors asking intrusive questions.


“Thank you, Jesus,” she murmured as she crossed herself. But she was still nervous, thinking about her father. She became short of breath, and her heart started racing, as if she were being chased. The Jews had been in the attic for only a couple of days, and she was deathly afraid that her father would discover them.


Calm down, she thought to herself. It is late; surely Tata is sleeping by now. But as she got closer to the cottage, her fear intensified.


She opened the door gingerly, so as not to make a sound. As she looked around, she saw the telltale signs of a drinking binge—empty beer and liquor bottles were scattered on the floor and kitchen counter. And her father was awake. His eyes were glazed, and his clothes were disheveled. She could smell the honey and spices of the Krupnik on his breath. She could hear that he had been drinking for some time because he slurred his words as he screamed at her.


“Where have you been? What are you doing in your late mother’s uniform? Up to no good, I’m sure. You belong in the gutter with the Zhids. I will kill the Christ Killers—and you too—before you get me killed.”


He threw his drink at her, and the golden yellow liquid landed on her white uniform. The glass narrowly missed and shattered against the wall behind her, a shard lodging in her bare left leg. As it began to bleed, she ran upstairs to her room and locked the door.


While her father had been prone to angry outbursts in the past, he had never physically attacked her like this. Was it the loss of her mother or the drink or the Nazi occupation that had turned him into a monster? Or had he always secretly hated the Jews, and Hitler’s invasion had just given him license to express it?


One thing was certain. He was a policeman with a prejudice, a gun, and a temper. With the encouragement and approval of the Nazi government, he was in a position to potentially inflict great harm. She shuddered to think about the evil her father might do.


She now knew for sure that neither she, nor the two Jews hiding in the attic, were safe from her father’s wrath.




JULY, 1947
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OUTSIDE MUNICH, GERMANY, IN THE AMERICAN ZONE OF OCCUPATION


“LET’S SIT RIGHT HERE, DYTA, under this tree,” Aron said to his wife, who was out of breath and clearly struggling to match his brisk pace. Aron was always impatient, and in a hurry, and often he simply forgot that his petite, pregnant wife couldn’t match the long strides of his six-foot two-inch frame.


“That’s okay,” she said. “I’ll keep up with you.”


She spoke in Polish, the language she found most comfortable.


Although his gruff and somber exterior matched his crotchety personality, he knew enough not to take his wife’s words at face value. She would do or say anything to accommodate him. And he was not going to push her now, especially when she was three days into her ninth month, and she looked like she had swallowed a giant watermelon.


Yes, Blessed be the Name of God, he thought. It was as if they were literally recreating life in this waiting space, with its wooden barracks and sprawling green fields.


A former summer camp for Hitler Youth, they and other displaced Jews from throughout Europe lived in stone and wooden barracks in a treed, pastoral setting. Educational and religious life flourished in the Warteplatz Displaced Persons Camp, along with schools, synagogues, and adult education programs. There were classes that taught Hebrew and English to prepare the survivors for new lives in Israel or the United States. Dyta, especially, was a conscientious English student, hopefully preparing for a new life in America. She and Aron, like most of the survivors, had had enough of the graveyard that Europe had become for Jewish life. They wanted to leave the cursed soil. Staying in Europe was out of the question.


The crown jewel of the DP camp was a five hundred-bed hospital, provided by the American Joint Distribution Committee. It was staffed by Hungarian and Jewish doctors and American and Jewish nurses. And this was where Aron and Dyta intended for their baby to be born.


There was even a Yiddish newspaper, written and published each Friday by the residents, which Aron read religiously. Against all logic, he still scoured the weekly edition for news of friends and relatives who might miraculously be alive. After Aron helped Dyta sit down on the grass, he seated himself and picked up the latest edition of the newspaper, Undzer Hofenung


Although it revolted him in a raw and aching way, he also read and reread the horrific accounts of the survivors that were published each week. He kept his own experiences bottled up. But he was drawn to these narratives of others—addicted to them. They validated his melancholy, his frustration, and his anger. Like the dots in a pointillist painting, each word, each sentence, each paragraph was necessary to construct the whole picture. But unlike the pastel blues and greens in an idyllic Seurat landscape, the words of the survivors were black and bloody, painting a punishing picture of a world gone mad. These accounts he read to himself.


But the joyous news of the many simchas—weddings and births—he shared with his wife by reading them aloud. They occurred so frequently that it was as if the survivors were in a hurry to resume normal living in order to compensate for the years they had lost.


Their own wedding had been chronicled in Undzer Hofenung, along with the six other couples married by Rabbi Judah Zuckerman in a joint ceremony that day at Warteplatz. Each couple had been given two tickets for new clothes. Since the end of the war, these joint weddings took place on a regular basis among the shattered remnant eager to start new lives. And while very few children had survived the Holocaust, by 1947 more than three hundred had been born at the camp. As shattered and broken and traumatized as the survivors were, they were resilient enough to move on with their lives.


While the DPs sought dignity and normalcy, some chose to speak and write about their experience as part of their recovery. Many others, like Aron, found no purpose or comfort in sharing the unspeakable, and remained silent.


Aron knew full well that each and every Jew who perished, as well as those who survived, had a story. For him, his weekly pre-Sabbath reading ritual prepared him for a day of rest and reflection. As he read the account of Miriam Wolkowicz, a fellow Pole, his wife could see at once that he was being transported back to his haunted place.


Miriam wrote about her arrival at the Plaszow forced labor camp in 1942, when she and her whole family and several thousand other residents of the Krakow ghetto were marched there.


“When we arrived, the first thing we saw was three men hanging. The Gestapo barked ‘Mach schnell, mach schnell!’ at the marchers. Children and the elderly were forbidden to enter the premises, and they were shot on the spot. But some people had smuggled children into the camp anyway. There were inspections by the Gestapo, and they soon discovered the hidden children. They announced they were setting up a nursery for them. My sister, Marta, was relieved that her children would be cared for there, even though she had disobeyed orders by hiding them. But in a few days, we were standing for roll call and the music was blaring. We saw from a distance an open truck with children. Marta was standing next to me with her twin girls, who were five years old. The Gestapo was looking for more children. The girls screamed to Marta, “Mama, the takeaway men are coming, they’re going to take us away!” And they scooped up my little nieces, and the truck—loaded with children—drove off, and we never saw them again.”


Aron’s dark chocolate eyes always had a somber look to them, but as he read silently, his agony became almost palpable. It seemed to his wife as if three thousand years of Jewish suffering were contained in his sorrowful, otherworldly expression.


She had seen that expression far too often. In the long run, she was determined to heal him. For now, she would distract him.


“What do you think we should name the baby?”


Without hesitation, Aron replied, “I want to name the baby after my siblings of blessed memory, Yosef, if it’s a boy, and Hannah, if it’s a girl.”


“I understand,” she said as she tried to hide her disappointment, but then could not contain herself. “But my mother is gone too.”


She saw the look of disdain that momentarily flickered on his face and her heart sank. She quickly caught herself.


“No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. Your brother and sister deserve to have a name. They were such sweet, beautiful, innocent children.”


That is what Aron loved so much about his Dyta. She was as soothing as an aloe plant, as flexible as a rubber band. She had even risked her own life for him.


“No, that’s okay,” he said. “Were it not for your mother, I would not have you—and I would be dead.”


Suddenly, Dyta felt a huge rush of warm water bursting forth from her, soaking her underwear and her dress as it traveled down her legs onto the grass.


“Aron, I think my water has broken,” she said.


“But it’s too early; maybe it’s just pressure on your bladder.”


“No, I know what pressure on my bladder feels like; I think my labor has begun.”


“But you’re not due for another month.”


“Tell that to the baby.”


“Should we go to the hospital now? I want to make sure we get you to the hospital on time. I want a Hungarian doctor to deliver our baby.”


“Why wouldn’t you want a Jewish doctor?”


“They’re out of practice. People here say you’re better off with a Hungarian doctor. I want a doctor with recent experience.”


Two hours later, instead of lighting Sabbath candles that evening, Dyta found herself in active labor in the camp’s hospital. While Aron waited in the reception area, a Hungarian, Dr. Nagy, assisted by a Jewish-American nurse named Ruth, delivered a five- pound, three-ounce baby girl at 8:15 p.m.


And at 8:26 p.m., a second girl weighed in at six pounds, one ounce.


Dr. Nagy went out to the waiting room where Aron sat alone.


“Congratulations, Mr. Lubinski, you are the father of two beautiful baby girls—and two big ones at that! Twins delivered almost a month early are rarely this big.”


“Two? What do you mean two?”


“Your wife has given you twin daughters. Would you like to see them?”


Aron was speechless. His life had been in jeopardy so many times in the past few years. He had lost his entire family. He thought of Miriam’s piece in the newspaper about the twins taken away in the open truck. And now, there was new life. Not just one, but two new lives—and they were his.


Unlike death, new life has a pleasant smell. Moments later, Aron inhaled the fresh, milky, intoxicating fragrance of newborn babies as he marveled at his perfect twin daughters sleeping peacefully in the nursery.


Under his breath, he recited the Shecheyianu prayer.


Praised art Thou, Oh Lord, Our God, Ruler of the Universe, who has kept us in life and preserved us and enabled us to reach this joyous occasion.
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The next morning, which was the Sabbath, Aron went to the camp synagogue, as was his custom. Services were held in a large room that was also used for plays and concerts. A portable ark, which held the Torah, was at the front of the room. The same Rabbi Zuckerman who had officiated at Aron’s wedding called him to the Torah and the babies were given Hebrew names: Hannah Yosefa and Bracha Haya, the daughters of Aron. Hannah Yosefa was named for Aron’s sister and brother. And Bracha Haya was given a name that means Blessed Life in Hebrew. That’s what he wanted for both his baby daughters—a blessed life.


This was the first set of twins that had been born at the camp. The entire congregation joined their voices in singing “Siman Tov u Mazel Tov!” There were few dry eyes; the thought that two future Jewish mothers had come from their midst made it a very special Sabbath indeed.


But just then a thought occurred to Aron, one he immediately pushed aside. He would not let that concern interfere with his joy on this day. But as the grandson of a rabbi growing up in an Orthodox family, he knew what Jewish law said about his situation.


After services, he followed the scent of gefilte fish, challah, and sweet red wine as he headed to the Kiddush in the back of the room. Once again, a sea of people fell all over him, congratulating him on the twins. The pangs of guilt he had experienced when his babies were named were now pushed aside. But Aron also feared that one day they would come back to haunt him.


Ruth, the American military nurse who had helped deliver the babies, greeted him as he entered an adjoining room.


“Again, a double mazel tov,” she said, giving him a big bear hug. “You know, it’s actually a triple mazel tov—your twins were born on a very special day—July Fourth.”


“What’s July Fourth?” Aaron inquired.


“It’s America’s Independence Day—a wonderful family day, and now you and your wife are starting a perfect Jewish family,” she said. “I have to go now. We’ll schmooze more tomorrow.”


“Thanks for everything, Ruth. We’ll see you tomorrow. Good Shabbos.”


When Aron returned to the hospital to visit his wife and baby daughters that afternoon, Dyta was sitting up in bed, wearing a drab gray hospital gown, and looking exhausted. He pulled over a chair right next to the bed and reported what had happened in shul. He shared the great joy that was expressed by the congregation. He mentioned July Fourth. But he omitted the pangs of guilt. She was pure and innocent; she had no idea that he had committed a sin.
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Ruth was a warm, caring, person. She was also an accomplished nurse, not only perky, but professionally proficient and dedicated to the DPs. But there were those who accused her of being a yenta. They whispered that she was not a person who understood the importance of boundaries. But that never stopped Ruth from getting involved in other people’s lives.


So it was when she went to visit Aron, Dyta, and their twins in the hospital on Sunday, July 6.


“Mazel tov!” How is the beautiful mother of the beautiful twins today?” Ruth said.


“I’m okay,”


“Maybe it’s none of my business,” she said. “But have you given any thought to giving them English names besides the Hebrew names they got yesterday? You know, the Americans run Warteplatz, and you will likely end up in the United States. I told Aron I think it’s an omen that they were born on July Fourth.”


“Do you have any in mind?” Aron asked.


“Well I was thinking you could combine Yosef and Hannah, reverse it, and make it Joan or Joanne. Those are popular American names. And Bracha could be Barbara in English.”


“How about Johanna?” Aron asked. “Is that a name in America, Ruth?”


“I think it’s a little old-fashioned, but sure why not? You can always give her a nickname.”


“Okay then, Johanna and let’s name Bracha Barbara,” Aron recommended.


“Johanna is fine, but I want to use my mother’s exact name, Bronka,” Dyta said as she began to tear up. She was less than thirty-six hours removed from the birth of the twins, hormones racing and emotions flaring. She began to weep. The thought of her mother and her family in Kielce touched a raw nerve.


“Fine, but Bronka is a Polish name, not an American one,” Aron said.


As the words came out of his mouth, he realized that he didn’t care. If naming the baby exactly after his beloved wife’s mother would make her happy—even if her mother’s husband was no good—that was the least he could do. The Passover hymn, Dayenu, came to his mind, but he used the tune to put his own words to the song.


If she had given him hope in a hopeless place. Dayenu


If she had saved his life. Dayenu


If she had loved him and married him. Dayenu


If she had given him two children at once. Dayenu.


She had already done more than enough. If she wanted the child to be Bronka, then Bronka she would be.


“Sounds good to me,” said Ruth. “I was meaning to ask you, Dyta. Is your name Judyta or Edyta?”


“Just plain Dyta is fine with me.”


“And did the two of you grow up together in Kielce?”


“In a sense,” she said.




JANUARY, 1951
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NEW YORK CITY


ARON AND HIS FAMILY WERE standing on the deck of the ship as it neared New York Harbor. The voice of the captain boomed over the loudspeaker:


“We’ll be docking within the half hour. We’re now passing the Statue of Liberty; be sure to take a good look on the starboard deck so you can see her. Everyone in the world yearns to see Lady Liberty because she represents hope and opportunity for all who seek a better life in America. Look at her raised hand holding the torch. It’s a symbol that America is a refuge, and all are welcome here to live in freedom. Welcome to the United States. Welcome to New York.”


Soon, there was a big commotion as the boat full of refugees shifted to the right to see Lady Liberty. For a moment, Aron was almost afraid that the boat might tip over as everyone ran to one side of the boat.


“Look at the Statue of Liberty, look at the lady with her hand up,” people started yelling in numerous languages—in Yiddish, German, Polish, Hungarian. As eyes filled with tears, many hugged complete strangers.


Aron lifted one twin and Dyta the other in order to give them a better view.


“We’ll remember this day always,” Aron said. “You will remember the day you were welcomed by Lady Liberty. It’s the first day that we are truly free. We must thank God for rescuing us and bringing us to America.”


When the ship docked, it was a clear, cold January day—about thirty-six degrees. As the captain raised the American flag, Aron put his right hand over his heart. He was free at last. Aron watched the wild waving and throwing of kisses as those on the boat and those waiting for them on the dock were overwhelmed with joy. During the long voyage, he had often come on deck to look at the ocean. He reflected on how beautiful and endless it was, especially on partly cloudy days when the sun occasionally peeked through the soft puffs of cotton clouds and provided a fleeting glimpse of a blue sky.


How foolish for man to try to control things when it is the Almighty with ultimate power, he thought. But then again, he told himself, Within parameters, man makes choices. Aron had made his choices, but he knew that it was God who wanted him to survive. Life and death were God’s domain. God had given Aron and his family a new chance in America. It was now up to them to live their lives in a way that would please the Almighty. He would do his best, he vowed.


Throngs of people on the deck were there to greet the new arrivals. As Aron and his family walked off the boat with the other refugees, he saw some ahead of him kiss the ground, crying with emotion. Aron then spotted a bald, stout man in his sixties holding a white cardboard sign that said simply, “Lubinski.” Next to him stood an elegant-looking woman with silver gray hair rolled up into a bun, neatly covered with a hair net. She wore a black Persian lamb hat and coat. Over the coat was a mink scarf wrap, which showcased the heads and tails of the animal.


“That must be Izzy and his wife,” Aron said to Dyta and the twins, who, at three-and-a-half, were quite overwhelmed by the tumult.


“Izzy, Izzy, is that you?” Aron called out.


“Yes, Aron, it’s Izzy and Faye,” a deep, soaring voice yelled back.


Encumbered somewhat by their oversized rucksacks and each holding the hand of a child, the newly arrived Lubinskis could not run as fast as their hearts told them to. But the older couple started racing toward them, and in seconds Izzy and Faye were embracing the family as if they had known them forever.


“Such pretty girls,” chirped Faye. “They look so alike, yet each is beautiful in her own way. Are they identical or fraternal?”


“Fraternal,” Aron replied.


In fact, the most obvious difference between the twins was their coloring. They both had perfect little circle faces and bowlike scrumptious strawberry lips. But, on closer inspection, Bronka had delicious licorice eyes, while Johanna’s eyes were dark blue flecked with gold. Bronka’s face was framed with luxurious mahogany ringlets, while Johanna’s curls were blond.


“Look what I have for you,” Faye said, holding out two identical pink teddy bears.


The bewildered twins remained silent.


“They are a little bit stunned,” Dyta explained in the halting English she had learned at Warteplatz. “It’s been a long trip, and this is all so new to them. Thank you very much.”


“We can speak Yiddish, if that’s easier,” Faye suggested.


“No,” Aron said emphatically, almost snapping. “We all need to learn English better. My wife’s been taking English classes, and she’s been trying to teach the girls. But you’ll see, they speak their own language, a combination of Polish, Yiddish, and English. So the more English, the better; the faster they’ll learn.”


“Okay then,” Izzy said. “But don’t be so hard on them, Aron. They’re tiny girls. They’ll learn soon enough. And at home you’re welcome to speak Yiddish or whatever makes you comfortable. By the way, I can understand Polish too. Now since you’re going to be staying with us, I want to get everyone’s name straight.”


“My wife is Dyta,” Aron said. “The girls are Johanna and Bronka.”


“Dyta for Judyta,” Izzy surmised. “You’re in New York now. I’m going to call you Judy.”


Not wanting to get into a discussion about names, Aron said nothing. And that is how Dyta became Judy in America. It suited everyone’s purpose.
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Izzy’s huge personality matched his large frame. At six feet tall, he had a booming voice, which sounded very authoritative, especially when he was giving his opinion on any number of subjects—names, the price of flour, the trial of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, the treatment of Jewish refugees—or his favorite topic, his rabbi, or to be more exact, his former rabbi. But Izzy’s kind heart matched his size, and when he had heard from Aron Lubinski, even though he had never met him, he’d stepped up to the plate.


In Izzy’s eyes, Aron was, after all, family. Family he had never met, but family nevertheless. Izzy was a first cousin to Aron’s father, David. Izzy’s father, Tuvia, and Aron’s father had the same grandparents—Necha and Hirsch Lubinski. Rabbi Hirsch Lubinski had been revered throughout Poland for his knowledge and his wisdom. People came to him from miles around for his learned opinion. Having him in the family carried with it yichus, pedigree, status. Yichus meant something in Poland. Unfortunately, not so much in Bellerose, Queens, where Izzy and Faye lived. But Aron remembered his father talking about large family seders presided over by his grandfather, at which the children would play under the table during the meal. He also recounted stories of helping his siblings and cousins put up and decorate his grandparents’ sukkah, the temporary hut built during the festival commemorating the Jews wandering in the desert. Izzy also had fond memories of those special family holidays, and the sight of Aron, and his resemblance to Izzy’s grandfather, brought back a rush of nostalgia.


In 1951, Izzy was sixty-three years old. He had fled the old country in 1908, when his parents, under the supervision of his grandfather, had chosen a wife, Malka, for him. He was twenty; Malka was seventeen. She was the pious daughter of another rabbi, and both families thought Izzy, because he was so quick and bright, would follow in the footsteps of both his grandfather and his father-in-law.


While Malka was sweet and attractive, Izzy was not ready to settle down, especially to a life that would be lived in a goldfish bowl. Izzy was brash and adventurous and did not want to be tied to an existence consisting solely of prayer and study. Despite his father’s and grandfather’s explanations and exhortations and his mother’s tears and tantrums, he had left Poland for the United States—never to return, and never to see any of his loved ones again.


Although he was a headstrong man, he had loved and missed his family throughout the years. He had married in the United States, yet he frequently second-guessed his decision to leave the old country. Of course, all of the second-guessing stopped when the world learned what Hitler wrought. But the guilt and heartache never ceased—instead it got worse. Izzy believed that the entire Lubinski family had been consumed in the crucible of World War II. So when he learned that Aron and his family were alive and coming to America, he was elated. He would channel his grief and his guilt into generosity toward these young cousins.


“Let’s head to the car,” Izzy said. “You must all be exhausted and hungry. We’ll eat and catch up when we get home.”


They headed to a large black Lincoln Continental, and Faye insisted that Aron sit in the front with Izzy.


“I’ll sit in the back with Judy and the girls so we can get acquainted,” Faye offered. But minutes after they got into the car, Bronka, Johanna—and Judy—were sound asleep.


Aron looked out the window at New York City for the first time from his front row seat. He had been told that in America the streets were paved with gold. He could see that this was not the case. In fact, he noticed that the streets were dirty, and there was even garbage littering the roads.


“You know,” he told Izzy, “in Europe, people think the streets are paved with gold.”


“Yes, I heard that rumor before I came here too,” Izzy said with a laugh. “America accepts people like us and gives us the chance to get ahead on our own merit—that’s what’s golden about it. Look at the tall buildings, Aron. Bet you never saw anything like those before.”


“Never,” said Aron, wondering how buildings could be built so high.


“And in America, the minute you get here, you’re free to have dreams as high and mighty as those buildings,” said Izzy. “And people who dream and also work very hard, no matter who they are or where they come from, all have a shot at making those dreams come true. Look at me. Came here with nothing, and now I’m driving a Lincoln.”


While Judy and the twins slept, Izzy and Faye filled Aron in on the family and the business.


“We’ve been married five years,” Faye explained. “Edna, Izzy’s first wife, died ten years ago of breast cancer. My husband, Milton, was Izzy’s business partner in our Flushing bakery. He had a massive heart attack six years ago. He was working in the bakery at the time. He was DOA when he got to the hospital; Izzy rode in the ambulance with him. I fell apart. Izzy was amazing the way he comforted me and supported me. We stayed in touch, what with the business and the fact that we were both alone. It was bashert. We bought our house when we got married. And we just opened a second bakery on Union Turnpike in Floral Park.”


Aron listened intently, his curiosity piqued by the seamlessness of their relationship. It appeared to be a marriage, not only of companionship, but also of comfort and convenience. He wondered whether he would describe his marriage to Dyta as one of comfort, companionship, or convenience—or all three.


“We even finished the attic in the hope that our children would come and visit often,” said Faye. “But I only have one child—Rebecca—and she’s living in Israel now, helping to build the new Jewish state. Izzy and Edna had one son, Henry, but I’ll let him tell you about that.”


“We named him after my grandfather, Hirsch,” Izzy said, picking up the narrative from Faye.


“Edna was sickly and had trouble conceiving so we were thrilled when he was born. He’s a dentist, a smart boy; he graduated from Queens College and then from NYU Dental School. He’s part of a big practice in Cincinnati, Ohio. He got married four years ago to a girl he met here while he was in dental school. She’s a teacher, her mother’s a teacher too, and her father owns a candy store. Very comfortable family, pleasant people,” Izzy said, but Aron could hear a but in his voice.


“But they’re not Jewish,” Izzy’s tone dropped to a stage whisper. “Patty would’ve done whatever Henry wanted. But my son didn’t push. Don’t even ask me what kind of ceremony they had because they told me about it after it was over. Can you imagine? Then I started talking to Patty about converting before she had a child so the child would be Jewish. But then she got pregnant, and Henry just didn’t take a strong stand. They had a baby boy, named him Edward after Edna. Yeah, he was circumcised in the hospital. Very good looking and smart child. He’s two now.


“Then they started talking about bringing up the child with religion. Well, Patty thought there should be religion in the home. She’s a really sweet girl. I sent her to my rabbi, Pulkowitz, to talk about converting. Not only was I a regular there, but I always opened my pocket every time he asked for money for the shul. I delivered cake and challah there every week, dirt cheap, because it was my rabbi and my shul.


“So, what happens? Patty goes to speak to him, and he has this very superior off-putting attitude. That’s who he is, but he was particularly arrogant and snotty with her. ‘Why do you want to convert, young lady? You know it’s much easier to be a Christian.’ For Christ’s sake, she’s married to a Jew and wants to raise her son Jewish—why else would she want to convert? Wrong answer. Not good enough for him! Yeah, I know, that’s probably what my grandfather said in Poland too, but this is the United States of America halfway through the twentieth century—after six million Jews were killed in Europe! You’d think we’d want more Jews. So he did everything he could to discourage her—and then he threw in the clincher.


“‘It wouldn’t be enough just for you to convert,’” he told her, ‘even if I accepted that you have a sincere desire to become Jewish, which thus far is not apparent to me. Your son would have to convert too, because he was not born to a Jewish mother. So that’s something that would also have to happen. We can discuss that if I decide to accept you. But so far, you have not convinced me.’


“Patty walked out of his office, crying hysterically all the way home until she fell into Henry’s arms. He told her she didn’t have to convert, in fact, he didn’t want her to if that’s the way our rabbi was going to treat her. She said she wanted to move back to Cincinnati to be near her parents, where they would be respected. They did, and Henry joined a big dental practice there. Then they became members of the Presbyterian Church her parents attended. Henry was welcomed with open arms, and no one ever even suggested that he should convert! But Henry says since the baby is not considered Jewish, there’s no point in observing Judaism. So they go to church, and celebrate Christmas and Easter. I’m sure Edna is turning over in her grave.


“And if that’s not bad enough, His Eminence, Rabbi Pulkowitz, took away my High Holiday honor. I always had the third aliyah on Yom Kippur. And soon after that, the shul stopped ordering cake and challah from me.”


“Do you see your son and his family?” Aron inquired.


“Of course, he’s still my son. I’m not going to sit shiva for him—especially after the Shoah. And Patty’s a nice girl from a nice family. And little Eddie is a sweet little baby—very well fed. We see them about once a year. Faye and I drove there in the summer. But it’s a heartache, Aron. Can you imagine?”


“Actually, I can imagine, more than you know. I’m sorry you had to go through this, Izzy.”


“Thanks, Aron. It’s just one of many reasons why we are so happy to have you and your family here with us.”


Aron lowered his eyes and looked the other way, feeling uncomfortable with the conversation as he thought about the choices he had made. Yes, he had taught his wife to be Jewish, and she was functioning as a Jew. She had eagerly sought and absorbed Aron’s lessons about the religion and could even recite a number of the prayers by rote. During her four years surrounded by Jewish refugees at Warteplatz, she had picked up many Yiddish words and phrases, as well as a basic understanding of the Jewish dietary laws. But a rabbi had not officially converted her. The birth of the twins sealed his secret. Bronka and Johanna were the future of Judaism. Why look back? And from what Izzy said, conversion was complicated here too—but he also said dreams could come true here. It was time to start a new life in America—with his Jewish wife and Jewish children, Aron told himself.




JANUARY, 1951
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BELLEROSE, NEW YORK


BELLEROSE, IN NORTHEAST QUEENS, IN 1951 was as close to paradise as the twins and their parents had ever been—except, of course, when it wasn’t.


With its rows of identical brick bungalows sitting on manicured forty-by-hundred-foot plots that were formerly potato fields, the neighborhood evoked a stability that was comforting in the postwar era. In winter, snow coated the homes, lawns, and trees, giving it a pristine, clean aura. In the spring this gave way to green grass, yellow daffodils, and pink and purple tulips. Summer trellises showcased red and white roses while backyard fruit trees sprouted apples and peaches. In autumn, the leaves on maple trees turned red and orange and gold. In every season, it looked, smelled and felt new, fresh, fragrant, and favorable.


The entire upstairs floor of Izzy and Faye’s bungalow would be the newcomers’ home for the foreseeable future. While many of the homes on the block had unfinished attics, the older Lubinskis had added a dormer and finished the space in the hope that they would have frequent houseguests.


The vacant finished attic provided ample room for the newly arrived refuges. It enabled Aron and Judy to have their own bedroom with a double bed, as well as a blue bathroom with a sink and bathtub with a shower. There was no need to share the downstairs facilities. Faye had quickly and artfully created a warm and cozy pink bedroom for the girls out of the remaining attic space. There was a chest, newly painted pink to match the walls and the slanted ceiling. Two twin beds, arranged side by side, were covered with white chenille bedspreads, on which two matching dolls and the identical pink teddy bears made their home. This was a far cry from the barracks-like accommodations at Warteplatz.


To welcome the newcomers, Faye put out a spread on her yellow Formica and chrome dinette table that would have delighted David Ben Gurion, so Izzy said. Lox and cream cheese, pickled herring in cream sauce, egg and tuna fish salads, chickpea salad and olives, and the specialty of the house, the bakery items—onion rolls, bagels, jelly doughnuts, and blueberry muffins. Faye was glad she had added a leaf to the table; it both accommodated her houseguests and showcased the food. Faye’s heart and her tiny eat-in kitchen were full.


“How do you like those baked goods?” Izzy bellowed, not waiting for an answer. “We make the best products in Queens.” He took a bite of a cheese Danish.


“The timing works out perfectly,” Izzy gushed between bites. “I’ll teach you the bakery business from the bottom up, Aron. Before you know it, you’ll be managing our new bakery on Union Turnpike. And when you have a chance, you can help out too, Judy. Faye does the books and even waits on customers behind the counter from time to time. That’s when she’s able to fit it in between her Hadassah meetings.”


Working in a bakery sounded like a walk in the park after their wartime experiences. The couple nodded and smiled. The Lubinski family was busily engaged in eating the freshest meal they’d had in years. The twins were intrigued with the jelly, which squirted from the powdered doughnuts, and in picking the blueberries out of the muffins. They had never before seen a blueberry. While Johanna practically inhaled the egg salad, Bronka could not get enough of the lox. No sooner had she finished one piece then she said, “More loxy please” as the adults laughed.


“You better watch out, Aron,” quipped Izzy. “A child with expensive tastes.”


“Tomorrow we will take all of you to see the bakery. You better save your appetites.”


“Yes, and I also want to give you a tour of the community,” said Faye. “This is a great neighborhood for the girls. It’s safe and it’s clean. And I’m going to introduce them to some other children who live right here on this block.


“My friend, Jennie Mandelstern, and her husband, Harry, are in the house directly across the street. They live with their daughter, Lenore, and her daughter, Mindy, who’s a little older than the girls, maybe a year or so. That family has had a lot of tzuris. Jennie and Harry lost a son in the war, and another died from polio as a child. But they are such good people; they take wonderful care of Mindy, and they are cheerful in spite of their woes.


“The daughter, Lenore, is another story. You’ll see her in the morning about eight o’clock walking to Union Turnpike to catch the bus. She gets the subway at Kew Gardens and goes into Manhattan, where she has a very big job as an executive secretary for a machar, a bigshot in a huge company. Makes deodorants, which Jennie tells me is going to become a huge business. Women are very concerned about body odor in America.”


“Lenore not only smells good, but she is a sight for sore eyes,” added Izzy.


“Stop it, Izzy, you’re old enough to be her father,” Faye continued. “Anyway, she does make a pretty picture—with her auburn curls, blue eyes, black mascara, and bright red lipstick. Not to mention her fancy suits that show off her curves in all the right spots. Oh, and did I tell you, the high heels, I’m not really sure how she walks in them—or looks so good at eight o’clock. She must get up at five thirty.”


“Nah,” said Izzy. “She’s a natural beauty.”


“She may be a natural beauty, but she’s sure not a natural mother,” added Faye. “The earliest she gets home is seven after Jennie has fed and bathed Mindy. Sometimes she doesn’t even come home; such an important job, she has to stay in the city.”


Judy’s curiosity was now piqued. “And where is Mindy’s father?”


“I understand he died when Mindy was a baby,” said Faye.


“Well it looks like Mindy can use two new friends,” said Judy, reeling from all of this gossip. She was beginning to realize that privacy would have to be zealously guarded on this street.


“Yes,” said Faye. “She’s really a sweet little girl. Her grandparents are doing the best they can. So it will be nice for Mindy to have the girls so close by.


“I also want to introduce them to the Rosen girls. There are three of them—Victoria, Christina, and Antonia. They call them Tori, Tina, and Toni. I think Tina is the same age as your girls, but they’re all very close in age.”


“Christina Rosen?” Aron wondered aloud.


“Her mother, Concetta—or Connie as everyone calls her—is just the sweetest, kindest person you could ever meet,” Faye said. “She is actually a gezuntah Catholic, very devout. She’s one of eleven children. Her brother, Antonio, is a priest. They call him Father Tony. He visits from time to time. And her mother, Mrs. Mariani, who is very old school Italian, lives in a basement apartment in their house. Her name is Antonia, even though we all refer to each other by our first names, everyone calls her ‘Mrs. Mariani.’ She’s got a thick Italian accent and she’s always cooking Italian dishes in the downstairs kitchen—spaghetti and meatballs, homemade sauce, bracciole.”


“What’s bracciole?” asked Judy.


“Oh, it’s an Italian dish that is made with thin sliced beef or pork. It’s stuffed with breadcrumbs and cheese, rolled, and baked in tomato sauce.” Faye explained. “I don’t think they even use the kitchen on the first floor. Smells great when you walk past the house. Not sure if you keep kosher out of the house; if so, stay away from the meatballs too—her secret recipe includes pork.”


“I’m kosher,” said Bronka.


“Me too,” added Johanna.


“See, the girls know already how Jewish they are,” said Aron.
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