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To my departed









Songs my mother taught me


In the days long vanished;


Seldom from her eyelids


Were the teardrops banished.


Now I teach my children,


Each melodious measure.


Oft the tears are flowing,


Oft they flow from my memory’s treasure.


— Adolf Heyduk


(English lyrics by Natalia Macfarren)













Part I

VARIATIONS
















Prologue






December 13


Earlier this evening, I told you, “You are dying.”


No one dared tell you the truth before, and I cooperated with the lie. Belatedly, you insisted on being taken to an exclusive, private hospital to see whether surgery could still save you. No one dared telling you it is futile. That your body, all skin and bones, is too frail for any doctor to attempt touching it with a knife. If there ever was something to be done about the cancer so gently gnawing at your internal organs—well, now it is too late.


The last couple of months have seen a rapid deterioration to the point that you no longer crave food; your failing body is unable to process it. You are down to a yogurt a day and some tea. This cannot go on for much longer.


We had always been one. With no barriers between us, you could easily see through the lies. Without understanding exactly why, you hated me for them. You hissed and cussed in blind frustration. So I stopped. This time, on our daily telephone call, I finally told you there was no point in all that poking and probing and examinations, transferring you by ambulance from here to there, hospital beds, needles, and tubes. I don’t want any of that for you. Neither do you. All we can hope for is a quiet end, in your own bed.


And I told you, “I will not leave you. We will be together.”


You listened calmly. You carefully considered my analysis and after a brief reflection agreed with the conclusion.


You said, “So it is all settled now. I am at peace.”


And then you added, “This will be my final joy. Spending the last days of my life with you. Our last shared hours of happiness.” As if we were heading toward some relaxing vacation in a luxurious spa, to be cuddled in warmth and leisure. Something to look forward to. You then said goodbye and gently replaced the receiver.


We start the final leg of our journey. A journey within a journey. I am packing my suitcase. I hesitate whether or not to take a dress suitable for a funeral. The thought feels obscene. But I do. I dread booking the flight that will take me closer to your death. But I do. I know this is a voyage we have to take. Just the two of us. And I will accompany you as far as I am allowed to go.


Four years ago, the head of the oncology department at the hospital gave you no more than three months.


“Does she have, perhaps, six?” I tried.


“Now you are bargaining with me,” he replied, with the arrogance of God.


You defied God before. You fought numerous battles with Him, always ending up with the upper hand. We had a few “false alarms” over the years (a mass discovered in your left breast, thrombosis in your lungs). We parted at airports, fearing we might never see each other again, said final goodbyes, waved all the way to passport control. I cried throughout those flights.


Then you pulled through. Because you knew I still needed you.


For you are still the only one able to comfort me. Nothing has changed since I was a month-old babe rocked in your arms, cuddled at your bosom. If anything, you have gained confidence and become even better at it. You are the engine that powers my existence.


The current crisis seems like just one more episode in our long-running soap opera.


Only this time there is no escape.


Mama. We begin our goodbye. A simultaneous death and birth. I still do not know where you end and where I begin. We must undergo the intricate surgery that will define those borders and forever sever us from one another. I am over fifty. You are dying. It’s time to cut the umbilical cord.


This story will end with your death.












Before I Was






Rural Transylvania, early 1930s


Before I was, you were alone. I wasn’t there the first thirty-five years. I only joined for the latter leg of the journey—the “easy” segment, one could argue. Before I was, you had to fend for yourself. You don’t talk about it. To translate those events into words would wake them from their entombment, and you can’t take that risk. So I have to rely on the tidbits you let drop while I was playing at your feet on the bare tile kitchen floor. Almost absentmindedly, to keep me from distracting you while sprinkling the right amount of paprika into a pot of goulash bubbling on the stove, you tossed a few shreds of memory my way. You regretted your half-hearted generosity as soon as the pungent vapors filled the air, together with the stream of my follow-up questions, bombarding you with childish curiosity. You tasted the slushy stew, pursed your lips, and replied with an impatient wave of your hand, as if chasing away a persistent fly. But a crack had already gaped in the crust of the earth, letting a faint scent of noxious magma escape, mixing with the fragrant odors of lunch being prepared. Your eyes glazed—within a split second, my warm mommy transformed into someone I did not recognize. The beasts stirred in their deep caves, and you were forcing them back, wielding your wooden spoon, flapping your arms, beating the air, piling up whatever came to hand—the cupboard, the kitchen table, the refrigerator—to block their entry. An inquisitive six-year-old redhead, I still knew better than to insist. Gagged, eager to reverse my gaffe, I joined my tiny hands to the effort, rolled over dolls, toys, and offered childish hugs to force the past back; to keep you safe from the beast’s fingers stretched out to grab and pull you away from me.


Decades later, I am left with nothing but those decaying morsels I managed to save from your sweeping broom—always at hand tidying up the mess—to piece together a puzzle that is missing more than it holds.


I want to tell your story. I want to give you the voice you never had. There are a thousand ways for a story to emerge from its cocoon. How do I find the right one? I dig for faraway clues.













Session 1

Names






What do I call you? I must have started with “Mama.” Don’t all babies? But then I guess you became Anyu—the Hungarian word for mother. And all the diminutives that are imperative to Eastern European languages: Anyukam, my mother, and Anyucikam, my little mother. When did you become Ima, the plain Hebrew word for mother? Probably after I started school. We stayed with it. The original Anyu was later used by your grandchildren for “Grandma,” a twist that met with your approval. The title and image of a grandmother could never fit with your coquettishness.


I have no difficulty recalling what you called me. It was never by my name. To this day, when you pick up the phone and recognize my voice—provided you are not in one of those foul moods of yours—you most often utter a cheerful gyongy viragom—plainly, “my pearl flower.” Or sometimes csilag fenyem—my starlight, or kincsem—my treasure. Names out of a Chinese novel or images of a Native American chief smoking his pipe under a starry sky, perhaps? To my ears, all these are as natural as “Tom” or “Sarah.” I hear these terms of endearment and feel protected in your timeless embrace. When you are gone, I will be a pearl flower no more.


Then there is the “other” you: the one picking up the phone, her voice as shrill as chalk on a blackboard. I neglect calling for a day or two and inevitably encounter the bitter tone coupled with condescending sarcasm:


“Oh, you finally remembered you still have a mother? That I am not quite dead yet?”


Or you leave a ten-minute message on my answering machine, accusing me of screening your calls, of being a neglectful, selfish daughter, threatening me with the wrath of God. When I call back, trying to mend the rupture, you hang up. You complain of loneliness while your granddaughters are unwelcome in your apartment for fear that they may be carrying in some sand from the beach, stomping with their “big, dirty feet” on your meticulously vacuumed carpets.


This cleanliness malady is not new. One of the few anecdotes you did share with me about life in the concentration camps—what still mattered to you even in that hell, your claim to triumph—was staying clean.


“I was the only inmate in our barrack not to have been afflicted with lice. I would pick them out one by one all night long until there were none left,” you boasted as you plucked one in a swift motion from my head.


“Oh, it’s a big one. You must’ve acquired it at school.”


I looked up, finding it hard to believe that my immaculate mother, with her spotless home, knew what lice looked like.


“I washed even then, in the freezing winter, using snow to cleanse myself,” you continued, illustrating your coup.


I don’t even dare to hand you a slice of bread from the basket for fear you may not be willing to eat it once touched.


Am I conducting some sort of a belated “accounting” with you? Is this an accusatory proclamation? Absolutely not. It would have been a cruel and futile endeavor at your age. I am just trying to better understand how we got here. How the endless love and adoration morphed into an obligatory daily telephone call during which I don’t even listen to you.


Over the years, I have noticed that I am becoming more and more you. I am discovering you under my skin and fingernails. I always considered myself “Daddy’s girl.” His easy rolling laughter, his muscles, the sweet smell of cigarettes, something light and sunny about him—he was a much more compelling model to emulate. Other than when encountering his thunderous temper to which I, the apple of his eye, was mercifully immune. I willingly identified with him. Truth be told, I am somewhat disappointed to find you in me. Compared with my father’s soaring image, you painted a pitiful picture: sour-faced, ill-humored, hurried, agitated, murmuring frantically incessant complaints under your breath while banging dishes in the sink. Who wants to identify with the victim?


Widowhood turned out to be a blessing. A sense of humor—sharp, open—slowly emerged, shocking me with its spark. You started laughing. As when we contemplated the advisability of your trip to New York several years ago, soon after a previous brush with death—a blood clot that had migrated from an artery in your lower leg to your lungs. We were concerned about the applicability of your medical insurance. A “preexisting condition” such as pulmonary embolism could nullify it and slap me with huge, American-style medical bills. However, when I raised the possibility of anything going wrong during the flight, you replied lightheartedly, “That is the best-case scenario—no medical bills—they will just dump my body into the ocean and be done with it.”


We often liked to amuse ourselves by laughing death in the face.


But when I recently asked you, “Are you afraid to die?”


You admitted a shy, “Yes.”


I know that more than death, you are afraid of the accompanying pain. You have a jar of sleeping pills to help you through in case life becomes unbearable or just undignified, not up to your standards. You talk a lot about taking them when the time comes. You talk about it far too much for me to believe you would ever make use of them. I am happy that you have the comfort of that option in your mind, though. And the sadness of it all, even if artificially fueled and further fanned by your sense of drama, breaks my heart.


I don’t want you to be alone when the time comes. But in all likelihood, alone you will be. I am away. I will stay away. Even in your most insane moments, you have never asked me to sacrifice my daughters, my pleasures, my freedom to take care of you instead. I will continue skiing. I will continue attending the opera—a passion I scorned you for when I was younger but nevertheless ended up absorbing. I will continue living my life away from you while the cancer devours you from within. Guilt? No, not really. I follow your baton. As I always have.


We each know. We each know the other knows. We each love. We each know how much the other loves. We each cry. But we cannot do it facing each other. We would each break.













Session 2

Kinderszenen






Transylvania, Near the Hungarian Border, Early 1960s


We are walking down the street, my little palm wrapped around your finger. It must be spring or summer, otherwise you would be pulling me in the red wooden sleigh across the deep snow. Szatmar, again under Romanian rule, is situated ten kilometers from the Hungarian border. Though both governments are marching to orders issued by the Kremlin, the heavy gates between the two countries are impenetrable, guarded by heavily armed soldiers.


We are going to visit my sister at school. Monika, fifteen, is in the Romanian Lyceum. She tears off a big portion of the sandwich she gets there for lunch and hands it to me. I extend my arm to grab it, my stomach growling in welcome, but feeling the injustice with a child’s emotional radar, hesitate for a moment:


“Why is Monika giving me her lunch? Isn’t she hungry?”


“No, she is not hungry today.”


“I am not.” Monika’s eyes are following my mouth as I chew.


* *


I bathe in a little wooden tub you pull out from under the bed. You fill the tub with water that is heated in a big pot on the stove. The bed, where I always sleep in between you and my father, fills most of the one-room apartment. A huge floor-to-ceiling, blue-tiled chimney in one of the corners keeps us warm during the long, frozen winters. Your feet always bleed in winter—a reminder of the barefoot march at gunpoint across snowy Europe. Next to the chimney there’s an armchair, which becomes a pullout sofa when Monika sleeps over. The rest of the time she goes to her dad’s.


“Why does Monika say she goes to her dad? Daddy is right here.”


You tell me that teenagers sometimes call school “dad.” I am not convinced, but your underlying nervousness tells me not to probe any further.


I play on the thick rug and wet it with pee countless times to be only gently scolded. The billi, my little ceramic chamber pot, is stored underneath the bed. The toilet—the one the adults use during the day—is outside in the yard. It’s a wooden structure with a hole on top. Some of our neighbors have sophisticated “English toilets” that flush.


You and my father fight, and he slams the door. I later reprimand him sternly for his bad behavior, and the tension is instantly released. He laughs, his big front teeth gap, the sacks under his eyes swell, then turn red. He wipes a tear and passes a finger along my cheek as if startled by its softness. At three years old, I am the only one able to tame him.


On weekends, we often go to the big park located in the heart of the city. It has a huge yellow, rainbow-like structure marking the entrance and a lake at the center. My father greets his friends, they chat, all are well-dressed, wearing gray or brown suits and neckties, sporting hats that they slightly lift or touch upon greeting. Some carry walking sticks, which frighten me a bit. I am introduced with all the respect due to a duchess.


On our way home from the park one day, struggling through the icy streets, I notice a giant figure all decked out in a red outfit and sporting a long white beard. It seems to have appeared out of nowhere and is standing motionless on the side of the road, surrounded by intoxicating-smelling bushes loaded with sparkling balls.


“What is that?” I am in awe.


“It’s Mikulas,” you reply. That’s the Hungarian nickname for Saint Nicholas. My father often calls me Mikulasom, my Mikulas.


“Can we have one of these trees?” I implore. The shiny balls are what I am really after.


“No. We are Jewish,” you attempt to reason with me. When you run out of explanations to my endless “whys,” you give in and buy a tiny Christmas tree and a few glass decorations to go with it. Within five minutes from our arrival home, I wear you down into letting me hold one of the balls.


“Now look what you’ve done.”


We both gaze at the shattered pieces that must have cost that day’s wages, but your soft voice is devoid of anger.


From time to time, we visit the old Jewish cemetery. You light memorial candles and then sit by one of the graves, weeping. My father paces about, agitated.


“Who is buried here?” I ask, while hopping between and on the tombstones that seem to have been placed there for that purpose only.


“Your grandfather. Daddy’s father.”


“Then why is Mommy crying?” I insist.


“There is no place for me to cry for my own family, so I cry here,” you reply.


That is puzzling.


“Don’t they have their own graves?”


“No, they don’t.” You are irritated by now.


“Why not?”


“They just don’t!”


There is a big, brown wardrobe along the wall facing the bed. My two friends Pityu (Peter) and Yoji (Joseph), who live in our building, make me pose in front of that piece of furniture as they spray scented water on me, mumble something, make a gesture across my face and chest, and place some red eggs in my hand. You are ill at ease at this Easter ritual being performed on your daughter, but with the war and the fear still fresh in your memory, let the ceremony proceed without showing your disapproval. You give them some matzo—flat unleavened bread we eat during Passover—in return.


I am among the youngest in nursery school. I look for my lunch bag amid the many scattered on the table in the corridor. My bag is light blue. Before I have a chance to get to it, a nasty little boy grabs it and refuses to hand it back.


“Give it to me. It’s my bag.” I stare straight at him.


“No! You are a filthy Jew,” he says.


“No. You are a filthy Jew!” I reply, kicking my foot. I have no idea what it is that we are saying. An adult comes to my rescue, takes my bag away from the boy, and hands it to me.


My best friend is Mariana. We are playing by the hand-cranked water pump on the street corner, splashing water, getting wet. Later, we are in her family’s warm kitchen where her mother, a checkered apron around her thick waist, serves us chicken soup.


“Eat your carrots. They help your eyesight,” she says to me.


I don’t like carrots and leave then anyway.


“And don’t forget us when you go to your Palestina,” she adds as if in an afterthought, a hint of jealousy even a three-and-a-half-year-old can’t miss in her voice.


“What is she talking about?”


There’s trouble at the Unio, the factory where my father works. I hear words I don’t understand like “immigration certificate” and “fired.” We soon take the train to the countryside and stay in a farmhouse. My parents work at a government fruit collection station. The local Gypsies bring berries picked in the forests high up in the mountains—you weigh the fruit and pay them, bread often being the currency of choice.


Two cows live on the farm and are milked every morning before spending their day out in the meadows. I stand by the milkmaid and get a sip of the steaming, creamy liquid straight from the red metal container she uses to collect it. It tastes like fresh grass and something else, warm and earthy.


There is a brook, a wooden bridge, and an occasional steam train passing by. Once, as I am playing in the clear water under the bridge, studying the tiny fish swimming to and fro, I realize it is late and my mom must be looking for me. In a hurry, I jump over the railway tracks just before the grill on the front of the black steam train chugs noisily past, missing me by a fraction of a second. I run to you, hide my face in your skirt, and pretend nothing happened.


We are back in the city. By now I am almost four years old. One day you ask me if I want to go to Palestina, explaining that it is a faraway land—a place where oranges grow. “Palestina.” The word tastes like chocolate-filled wafers. I can imagine it on my tongue. As I ponder, you repeat your question as if it all depends on me. Already the little adventurer, I reply without hesitation, “Sure!”


Besides, like a little lamb, what else can I do but follow my mother wherever she goes? A few months later, I leave home for the first time.













Session 3

The Voyage






Bucharest, Somewhere in the Mediterranean, Galilee 1964


People are crowded in the train station, saying their goodbyes and sending off those who are heading “out.” The Romanian government, as part of a political deal with the US, is allowing the Jewish population to emigrate. There is a one-time window of opportunity to flee the clutches of communism. Synagogues and street corners host heated debates. Where should we go? Your eldest sister chooses to pursue the legend of “Amerika,” as it is known to us. Following a few months in transit—including an immigrants’ camp in Rome—she finally settles in Brooklyn, New York, and never again leaves the boundaries of her adopted borough. The other, Erzsebet, is afraid to take on unknown explorations and stays put in her provincial, backward village. Agnes, one of my father’s two surviving sisters, opts to remain in Bucharest (the other fled to Brazil during the war) and continues hiding her Jewish identity even from her own children. One of the first party members, she works as a journalist for the state-owned newspaper. The bosom of communism is comfortable for the faithful.


Most of the Jewish population, however, is on the move. Towns and villages are emptying the remainder of their surviving Jewish inhabitants. Household after household—all are packing. People leave behind their furniture, jewelry, cutlery, memories, and graves. We are allowed to take only the bare necessities with us. The containers are strictly searched by the authorities, and anyone defying the rules is condemned to long prison terms. Few take the risk. No one complains. There is no time to reflect or hesitate. We are in a rush to leave before the wind changes course.


The nightly train ride thrills me, with some young people sharing our carriage, smoking and playing cards way past my bedtime, offering me chewing gum (a novelty) by way of consolation. The miracle of an elevator at my aunt Agnes’s immense apartment building—we stand in it, and the doors suddenly open onto a different floor! My beloved doll, initially not included in our luggage—apparently some people had tried to smuggle out jewelry inside dolls—finally ends up being packed in one of our two big wooden cases. Despite my tears, the fake diamond necklace I want to wear is nonnegotiable and taken off almost forcibly. It could be mistaken for the real thing. In Ceausescu’s Romania, fear is life’s main ingredient.


It is 1964.


We climb the stairs onto the plane for what would be my first flight.


“You would live in an airport,” you commented, many years later, referring to my endless travel.


We embark on a magical trip that leads us through a castle on the outskirts of Vienna—rented by the Jewish Agency to house immigrants on their way to Israel—a night train ride where the passengers excitedly point out the lights of Venice flickering on the distant horizon, and finally, a bus ride through the length of Italy that stops in Bari. Waiting in line to board our next form of transportation, its dark silhouette floating on the black waters beyond the pier, my screams pierce the Puglian sky and assault nerves already on edge. I refuse to set foot onboard. What I can’t put into words is my terror of falling into the cold wetness. I’ve never seen a ship before and—only a child would know why—I imagine its floors to be full of holes. All worries evaporate when I am bribed finally with a chocolate bar to take the risk and find myself running up and down the full length of the vessel, a vast playground. During the sea journey, in between being seasick and worrying about me tripping off the deck, you still manage to flirt coquettishly with every young crewman.


The ship calls at ports in Greece and Cyprus, but eager to start their new lives, nobody is interested in tourism. One heard a rumor that they, the “Israelis,” are in need of locksmiths to build the young country. Another believes presenting oneself as a tailor is even better. The camps these leftover European Jews barely survived taught them the importance of made-up professional histories; faking the right one could make the difference between life and death. They reinvent themselves anew to be “useful” yet again. At dawn, a gray outline appears on the horizon: Haifa.


Our new homeland welcomes us with the same hectic nonchalance it offers all its fatigued newcomers—with blazing sun and a thick layer of dust. The very same evening, we are hurriedly deposited by our taxi driver, together with our two suitcases—the two big trunks containing the heavy goose-feather eiderdowns would arrive later—in front of a small wooden hut in a godforsaken village in the north of the country. The driver gives us the keys and, as it is late Friday afternoon with the Sabbath about to lend its holy grace to our universe, vanishes without a trace. With him go our former lives.


You promptly sit on one of the suitcases and start crying, refusing to even enter this sorry excuse for a cabin. You did not survive Auschwitz for this, to be living in barracks again. It takes my father, better accustomed to Budapest than to lost villages in the Galilee, exactly two weeks to make a decision. We leave the village, the iron-framed beds and straw mattresses offered by the government, and board the next bus in the general direction of Tel Aviv, none of us quite sure at which stop to get off.


On one of my visits to see you—I was living in New York and you were still relatively well (I guess going forward, we will refer to “before” and “after” the cancer)—I suggested that we travel a bit to the north. Above Nazareth, on the winding roads of the Galilee, I noticed signs displaying the name of the village we were taken to on that Friday before dusk. Giv’at ha-More. Even the signs looked hopeless, the paint peeling off as if no one had bothered with them since they had been planted there. The small, one-family houses with the barren dirt yards in between and the two-story apartment buildings were still filled with hordes of children, no one to wipe their runny noses, chasing each other on the unpaved ground. Elderly men sat in front of the houses on folding chairs, their toothless jaws endlessly chewing some invisible tobacco, gazing with foggy eyes into thin air. But “thin air” is not a good choice of words, because everything was covered in a thick, yellow dust of neglect. The only visible change from the time we had inhabited these buildings was the color of their occupants, the place obviously being a “dumping ground” for each new wave of immigrants, the latest being from Ethiopia.


While you debated, the bus passed Petah Tikva and was approaching Tel Aviv. We randomly got off in Bnei Braq. My father may have had an acquaintance who had mentioned the name, so it sounded familiar. Some Hungarian-speaking strangers took us in for a few days. You found a job making prayer shawls, tallith, sewing on the collars, embroidered with gold or silver thread, adding stitched verses from the holy scriptures onto the four corners of the cloth, and tying the frills. Paid by the number of articles completed, you were obviously annoyed with my constant appeals for you to let me tie the frills with my tiny fingers, having to waste precious time to untie and redo them. Those religious relics were my only toys, as I examined and reexamined each of the woven details during the long hours I sat at your feet watching you labor. We delivered the finished items loaded on my baby carriage, only to be replaced by another stack while arguing. I quickly got tired and refused to walk farther, and you gave in finally and pushed the heavy cargo with me on top, sweating in the sweltering heat to which you were unaccustomed.


A year later, instead of going home after kindergarten, I used to head to one of the apartments you were hired to clean—to find you kneeling on all fours, wiping the floor with a wet rag.


But by the time I turned eight, my father’s workshop was well established, and you were back to being a proper housewife. You had signed a contract, applied for a mortgage, and on Saturday afternoons we used to visit the construction site where raw concrete columns and rusting metal snakes were emerging from the dry soil. A few months later, my father was polishing the stony floors with a mechanical chisel, one inch at a time, sweat soaking his white undershirt and dripping off his brow, until they shined to your satisfaction. Part of the balcony was walled in and fitted with a door to create a semi-room for me, and we moved into my first permanent home and your last one.













Session 4

The Queen of Kitsch






Suburbs of Tel Aviv


I hate your collections. The endless bouquets of artificial flowers, the crystal vases, the porcelain figurines, the cheap pictures covering every inch of the walls, the carpets gathered from who knows where. One can walk barefoot anywhere in your apartment without ever stepping off those rugs.


Your apartment—you think the whole world envies you for it—is a temple to cheap, worthless kitsch absurdly situated in the heart of Bnei Braq, the ugliest, most religious neighborhood in Israel, the navel of the renunciation of beauty on earth. It is located like a sore—glitzy, literally shining thorns; see the silver wallpaper in the bathroom—in the heart of filth and poverty, spitting in the face of its surroundings. A tribute to Marilyn Monroe, a poster of her in fishnet stockings, strikes a suggestive pose by your bed. A shrine to nudity and earthly pleasures. You constructed a place of worship to pagan aesthetics in the middle of a sea of pious fanatics praying for their sinful souls and looking for heavenly rewards. Even now, facing a clear and imminent death sentence, you denounce their God. Any God.


I resent but admire your genius. You are imitating Elvis Presley and Andy Warhol without ever having heard their names; shining red 1960s pop art table and chairs constitute your “dining room”; you sew clothes that your nineteen-year-old granddaughter wants to pinch from you. To my surprise, I occasionally happen to find similar designs in the trendiest stores in Paris. I am humbled to admit that, while only a couple of years ago I reprimanded you for buying some silver shoes—how could a grown woman walk around in such a ridiculous color?—I recently ended up paying a hefty sum for an almost identical pair on rue du Temple in the heart of the Parisian fashion world. You become enraged when I tell you I won’t be seen with you in those see-through, flimsy skirts and low-cut—very low-cut—shirts you put on for an elegant dinner out. At your advanced age, you are more avant-garde than most twenty-year-olds in the East Village. Where is the border between art and lunacy? Somewhere in your head.


“After my death, don’t sell the apartment!” you recently ordered. You want me to keep that psychedelic place as a shrine to you, a monument and museum. In your conceited mind, you truly believe that I will. I would rather blow it up. To rid myself of the memories of all the pain that is still steeped into those cheap Sheetrock walls, the violent fights between you and my father that served as background music to my childhood. Your recurrent motif: “Why didn’t Hitler finish with me right there and then instead of condemning me to live in this hell?”


And, after the lightning and thunder were over, after the armchairs were placed back on their feet and the broken plates cleared away, you would stand by the kitchen sink, banging dishes, mumbling to yourself for hours, keeping up a maddening monotonous chanting of grievances. I would listen to you and pray to God to take my father to Him and put an end to the torture. Take my father, of course. Never you. You were the victim. You had perfected that role to a form of art.


I don’t blame you. As the third, unwanted girl—another useless mouth to feed—you were, obviously, not taken to finger-painting classes to develop your budding artistic talents. I doubt anyone appreciated your attempts at creating beauty. All you got was a sharp slap on the cheek and a nasty remark from one of your older sisters, calling you “lazy” for neglecting the more immediate household chores. So the art world lost one of its promising talents, and it all mutated into artificial roses and shiny dresses.


I recently joined an organized tour of an annex to the Musée des Arts Decoratifs, the former private home of the de Camondo family, housing the most impressive surviving collection of eighteenth-century art in Paris. His son and heir having been killed as a pilot in WWI, Moise, the family patriarch, donated the house to the French State. Neither the heroic self-sacrifice of the son nor the generous donation of the father prevented their beloved country from actively assisting in the deportation of Moise’s daughter, Beatrice, and his grandchildren, a few years later. All were murdered in Auschwitz. Beatrice is believed to have survived until two weeks prior to the liberation of the camp.


Wide-eyed, we walked through the magnificent rooms, the priceless furniture, chandeliers, and polished mirrors almost as impressive as those in Versailles. We reached the elegant dining room, still fitted out with hand-painted plates, crystal wine glasses, and silverware as if the dinner guests were just about to arrive. And I tried to imagine the woman who grew up calling that palace home, wearing striped rags with a rusty spoon as her most prized possession. The chattels, unlike their owners, were hidden away during the war and emerged—“luckily,” commented our eloquent guide—intact. I looked at the “lucky” furniture, the pictures, the antique rugs, the tapestries—and wondered about their true value. One of the reception room furniture sets had been bought by Moise de Camondo for over a million gold coins. I am sure his daughter would have gladly bartered it all for one loaf of bread, perhaps even a single slice, just a few years later. It was a tough exchange rate in Auschwitz, a crude validation of rudimentary economic principles. When it really came down to it, those precious possessions were worthless, useless. While the group marveled at all that beauty, I saw only things. Meaningless objects. Their only substantive value derived from the sophisticated mind cultivated to appreciate and take pleasure in them, the descanting eyes trained to caress them, the exquisite taste and persistence that adoringly put them together, and the generous heart that shared them. These items and the concepts they represented were as dead as their former owners.
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