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CHAPTER ONE



MONTHS LATER, WRESTLING THE PERSONAL AND HISTORICAL demons my search had set free, I would look back on the first six weeks I lived in Krakow—lovely weeks spent strolling the square—and wonder if I had known something then, if a part of me had seen the future and divined the grief about to visit my family. I would look back on entire days devoted to “cultural reconnaissance” and wonder if I wasn’t just savoring a last dance before an end to the party. It seemed easier at the time to attribute the delay in my search to something cosmic, to believe it served some purpose beyond the drag of my own fear. But if I had been honest with myself, if I had allowed even a hint of self-awareness, I would have had to acknowledge that those cheerful spring days were little more than creative diversions. Because as bold as I pretended to be, and as brave as I was to have made it that far, I recognize now that I was just afraid to continue. It was one thing to concoct an adventure, to boast to friends that I would locate the family who saved my mother from the Nazis. It was entirely another to begin that adventure—born, as it was, of a lifelong dream—and expose it to the looming possibility of failure.

It’s not that I didn’t know where to begin. I knew that if I boarded a train in Krakow and rode it two hours to the west, I could arrive in a city where I could switch to a bus that would take me to a town where I could wander around in search of the house that my family used to own. I knew that if I found the house, I could approach the people who lived in it and ask them, after all these years, if they could direct me to the people who had made my life possible. It was in that house, in the small city of B[image: image]dzin, Poland, where, in 1945, after his liberation from Auschwitz but before his departure from the country, my grandfather last saw the family who had saved his daughter. And so it would be to that house that I would return to find them again. But half a century had passed with our families on opposite sides of an ocean, and if these people were alive at all, I feared they had moved, disappeared without a forwarding address. And then what would I do? I worried that I’d never find them, that I’d be forced to go home with nothing.

But even more daunting than the prospect of never finding the family was the thought that its members were not only alive but living in what had been my family home. Of this I had been warned: “Be careful,” hissed the man beside me one night in a Krakow bar when I told him why I had come to Poland. “You’re wading into dangerous waters.” He spoke of other foreigners he’d known, other Jews who’d returned, who’d tried to claim land seized first by the Nazis, then by the Soviets. They’d been spit on, accused of trying to steal a home from a family who had committed no crime. I assured this man that I had no interest in restitution, no desire to claim family property, but he told me it might not matter, that my motives might be questioned. His warnings were echoed by others, in other conversations, in other Polish bars. I heard of blistering debates over Jewish property in the Polish parliament. I heard that in towns where jobs were becoming increasingly scarce, Jews were once again becoming the scapegoats of choice. I feared my search would be viewed in this context and so I invented excuses. With a little more time, I reasoned, I could be more careful. I could form the right words.

But the first cold buds that had appeared on the trees soon after I arrived had already unfolded into blooms and were starting to curl into leaves. In the six weeks that I had been living in Krakow, March had become April, April had become May. And even my mother, who always insisted she had no interest in the family who had saved her life, had started to wonder, in her weekly calls from Detroit, when I would make my move. I told her, as I had told myself, that I was waiting for the right moment, but it sounded more like a lie when I said it out loud, and I knew I’d exhausted my excuses. And so, on a sunny morning in early May—the year was 2001—I reluctantly took my first few diffident steps toward whatever would happen next.

“We have to be cautious,” I told my flatmates, Krys and Magda, who agreed to come with me as interpreters. This was a delicate matter. We would take good notes, then retreat to plan an artful approach. “We have to stay under radar,” I insisted. Krys and Magda looked at each other, smiled at me, and both burst out laughing. “Sure thing,” Magda chortled. “Whatever you say.” They giggled down the stairs from our apartment and all the way to the train station, but I could barely swallow. My hands wobbled as I bought three tickets and handed them, crumpled and clammy, to the conductor on the train. I tried to watch out the window, to focus on the blur of muddy fields and abandoned factories in the passing scene. I tried to hear above the grinding gears of the belching train a piece of Krys and Magda’s Polish banter, but there was no room in my head for anything beyond the nervous pounding of my own quickened heart. It was a sound track I knew, the drum in my head from days spent clinging to a notch of stone or a hairline crack on a granite cliff. I’d taken up rock climbing to confront my fear of heights and had willed myself to the tops of soaring cliffs. I had scrambled to the infinite tips of desert spires but had never learned to suppress those moments of panic when my hands would become so sweaty I could barely hold on, when I would become intensely aware of the empty space below me, and when all I could do was close my eyes and regret my decision to relinquish the solid comfort of earth. I would stand there, my toe jammed into a thimble-like pocket, two fingers pinching the tiniest crimp of rock, and listen to the pulsing beat of terror in my head. Then I would focus on the small task—the next move, the next handhold. And this was the lesson I applied now, sitting on the train beside Krys and Magda. I tried to relax, to calm my breath, to steady my hands.

As my flatmates laughed and chatted in Polish, I tried to divine at least the subject of their conversation, but after weeks of struggling to memorize strange-sounding verbs, I was still learning basic phrases. Discouraged, I dug through my bag for the photograph my mother had given me a few weeks before I left for Poland—an ordinary studio portrait, yellowed with age and printed on a scalloped-edged postcard from the 1940s. There was nothing outwardly remarkable about the three people in the picture, posing stiffly in front of a blank screen, but there was something so arresting about them that I’d taken to examining the photo as though it were a clue to a mystery, an insight, perhaps, into the child at the center of the frame. It was my mom at age three, her round little head tucked into a white knit cap, sitting between a man I recognized as her father and a pretty woman I had never seen before. “Is this your mother?” I asked when Mom first handed me the picture. I thought I could see a vague reflection of my own features in the woman’s oval face and high cheekbones. But no, Mom said. Her mother would have been dead by the time the picture was taken. I remember standing silently in my mother’s study that day, stunned that something as precious as this had appeared, as if out of the air, out of time. I thought I’d seen everything my mom had kept from her childhood and couldn’t quite figure how she’d never shown this to me before. Did she not know she had it? Had she forgotten? Had she been wanting to keep it to herself?

“I used to think maybe she was my mother,” Mom said, sounding distant even as she stood beside me. “But it couldn’t have been her.” We stood for another few minutes looking down at the photo, its unanswered questions. “I’ve wondered if maybe she’s the woman who saved me.” She turned the card to show me the back, where, in a handwriting that was like my mother’s but had less confidence, a younger version of her had written her best guess about the picture: Daddy, me and Polish lady caregiver, it said. Now, on the train, I turned the card over to admire my mother’s lovely script, the loopy lines of her pen along the top edge of the card.

The picture caught Krys and Magda’s attention, and they leaned in. Magda reached over to tilt the picture toward the window’s light. I watched as she considered the image, squinted slightly, and pulled the picture closer to her face before pronouncing her verdict: “Your mom looks sad,” she said, handing the photo back to me. I hadn’t noticed this before, but sure enough, when I looked down at the picture again, I could see that my mother’s eyes looked puffy, as though she’d been crying. “Look how she’s holding on to her coat,” Magda said, pointing. It was another detail I’d somehow failed to notice despite hours of staring at the picture. I blushed with the shame of my inattention, but Magda was right. With her small right hand, Mom was gently fingering the white fur trim on her coat, holding on to its softness for comfort. My grandfather, on his daughter’s left in the photo, looked dashingly handsome in a dark suit and dark tie. His face, unsmiling, was smooth and proud. The woman in the picture was the only one who seemed happy to be there. She wasn’t smiling exactly, but the quiet edges of her painted lips were slightly upturned. “You’re sure this isn’t your grandmother?” Krys asked. “They look so much like a family, a mother, a father, a child.” But no, I said. The woman in the photo was unknown.

 

B[image: image]dzin was much bigger than I’d thought it would be, and much more urban. I’d pictured chickens and goats in the streets, but the bus from the train station dropped us on the side of a smog-choked highway beside a city center where three-and four-story buildings made of concrete and brick jostled for space along the crowded sidewalk. A young town historian named Jarek Krajniewski was overjoyed by our interest in his city and led an enthusiastic tour of its medieval castle and decaying neighborhoods. I’d made contact with Jarek a week earlier to arrange for this tour, and thrilled in walking the streets where my family story began. People seemed friendly. They waved to Jarek. They greeted us warmly. But I still couldn’t shake the warnings in my head. I worried that people were watching us, that they could tell I was a Jew. I avoided eye contact. I took photos only covertly. I spent so much time glancing over my shoulder that I nearly knocked into Jarek when he suddenly stopped walking and grinned. “What’s wrong?” I asked, glancing around. “That’s it,” he said, gesturing with his chin. “That’s the house you asked about.” I studied his face for a minute, not sure what he was saying or when I had asked about a house. Then I remembered that I told Jarek my family’s old address when we met through a mutual friend in Krakow. That’s when I realized where I was: the house I came to Poland to find.

I followed Jarek’s gaze to a wide three-story town house of pinkish brick, covered with a layer of grime. It was the only building on the block that wasn’t flush with the sidewalk. It sat, strangely, twenty feet back from the street beyond a square of grassless lawn, a large, thick tree, and a jarringly ugly aluminum shack. The house seemed almost to be hiding. Like the city itself, the house was much bigger than I’d thought it would be, and much more modern, but it was also dingier than I’d expected. Its bricks seemed coarsely placed, its rows of windows—seven across the top, seven through the middle—seemed to droop, to gape vacantly back at me. Upstairs, a sweatshirt hung drying from a balcony rail.

I felt suddenly winded. I realized I had been holding my breath and sharply released a lungful of air. We stood planted on the sidewalk, watching the house, waiting. I think it was Magda who broke the silence: “Do you think they’re still here?” she asked.

“I doubt it,” I said, my eyes still fixed on the house. “It’s been a long time.”

It had been a long time. It had been fifty-five years, five months, two weeks, and three days since my grandfather invited the family to live in his house, then left Poland forever. And yet there was a chance that behind one of these windows, I could still find the people who had saved my mother’s life. After all these years, they could still be here, drying their laundry on the balcony rail. I could hear the heartbeat pulsing in my head again. I was back on the cliff, praying for an easy way down, an easy way out.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” I said, as though saying it could make it true.

“What do you mean?” Krys asked. “Let’s see if they’re here.”

“Oh, no,” I said. “Not today. I just wanted to see the house and to—”

My friends were already bounding down the brick path toward the building’s central archway. I tried to stop them, tried to yell for them to return, but they continued into the staircase on the left side of the archway and intrepidly knocked on the first door they saw. I hung back, afraid of what would happen, hoping no one would answer. I cringed when the door edged open and a woman’s face appeared. I nearly ducked behind the stairs so I wouldn’t be seen.

Jarek introduced himself, asking the woman if she knew a family named Skowro[image: image]ski who used to live here. The woman hesitated, skeptically eyeing the strangers in front of her, then slowly nodded. She said something in Polish, pointed toward the sky, then disappeared back into her apartment. It was the news I had both feared and secretly hoped for:

“They’re dead?” I asked.

“No,” Krys said, laughing, patting me playfully on the shoulder. “They live upstairs.” I was dumbfounded. Upstairs? They were still here? But how? And what if we went upstairs and they slammed the door? My friends had already started up to the second floor as I hurried to catch them. “Listen,” I said. “Maybe we should send a letter first. It’d be less confrontational.” The first approach was crucial. It needed to be handled with care, not rushed like this, but my friends were almost giddy as they rang the bell beside a door on the second landing. That was when I noticed that the small tag beside the doorbell said: SKOWRO[image: image]SKA, HONORATA. That was the name of the woman who had saved my mom. She couldn’t still be alive, could she? If she’d been an adult during the war, she’d be…

I should have brought water with me. I was starting to feel light-headed. The stairwell had a faint stench of urine and rot. The iron railings were twisted as though beaten and bruised. On the turquoise walls, ribbons of graffiti swirled around the badly chipped paint. I just wasn’t ready for this, not yet. I wanted to leave the house and put an end to this stressful day—to go back to Krakow and write a carefully worded letter to introduce myself to the family to assure them that my intentions were innocuous. When no one answered the door, I felt enormous relief and pleaded with my friends to leave with me. I argued that we would miss our train back to Krakow, but they wanted to talk to the neighbors. They wanted to ring another bell, then another, until we were joined in the narrow stairwell by an old man and his wife who lived across the hall and an even older lady who came out to investigate the commotion. Jarek addressed them in what seemed like a formal tone, asking if they knew that their neighbor Mrs. Skowro[image: image]ska had sheltered a Jewish baby during the occupation. The neighbors seemed surprised, but yes, they seemed to be saying, “She did shelter a Jewish child.” Then they all started talking at once, smiling and nodding and interrupting one another to tell the story they’d heard from their neighbor. I picked out a few words. I heard Baby. Jewish. War.

“Mrs. Skowro[image: image]ska told them about your mother,” Magda whispered to me. “She talked about her all the time. She’s dead now, but her son still lives here.” My friends started pointing at me and saying córka, which means daughter. “She’s the daughter of the baby who lived with Mrs. Skowro[image: image]ska.” The neighbors started gesturing with their hands, telling more of the story. The old man pointed to the Skowro[image: image]ska door, but we told him that no one was home. “Oh, they’re home, they’re home,” the old man seemed to be saying as he stepped around us to the door and knocked. No one answered, so the old man knocked again, this time harder. “SKUV-ROYN-SKI!” he yelled, pounding like a cop without a warrant. “MASZ GOSCI!” You have guests.

The man continued to pound on the door, and the muted sound of his fist against the wood echoed up and down the stairs. That was when I really started to fluster. I needed subtlety, not seven people in a stairwell and one of them pounding on the door. What if someone actually opened the door to this? “SKUV-ROYN-SKIII!!!” The man raised his voice to a shout. “Really,” I said. “If they’re not—” Then the door opened and a confused older face emerged. I saw blue eyes, startled and wide, tucked into a blanket of soft creases. The owner of the eyes blinked as though he’d been sleeping. Then everyone started talking at once, pointing and nodding—Krys, Magda, Jarek, the old man with the pounding fist, his wife, the lady across the hall—they were a buzzing cacophony of Slavic confusion interrupted for me only by the same few words: Mother. Baby. War. And now they were pointing at me. They were pointing at me and saying córka, daughter. I blushed. Everyone was talking except me and the man with the startled blue eyes. While they talked, we kept looking at each other. Finally, I put out my hand and said in broken Polish something I hoped was: “Hello, sir, nice to meet you.” He took my hand and told me the meeting was his pleasure.

“My name is Erin,” I told him. His name was Wiesław (VYE-swahf). He invited us into his living room, a small rectangular space with two windows facing the street; a beat-up sofa; a square table with a collection of mismatched chairs; and a large ceramic heater in the corner. Krys, Magda, Jarek, and I stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, not sure if we should stand or sit, if we should say something or wait for him to speak. Wiesław stood wordlessly, as though trying to decide if we were real or if he was dreaming in his sleep. He kept blinking. Not sure what else to do, I reached into my bag for the photo of my mother at three, with her father and a dark-haired woman. I handed the picture to Wiesław, who started.

“My God,” he said, closing his eyes and opening them again. “To moja matka.” That’s my mother. I smiled, touched his arm, and pointed to the girl in the picture.

“And that’s my mother,” I told him. Moja matka.

Wiesław looked from the picture to me and then back to the picture. This was my proof. He took me in his arms and started to cry. “She was my sister,” he told me. Tears welled in his eyes. “I was her big brother. Is she still alive? Is she okay?”

I turned to Magda for translation, then answered, “Yes, of course.” I could feel tears forming in my eyes, too. “She’s doing well.”

I had been worried he would hate me. Instead, I’d just brought his long-lost sister back to life. “How old is she?” he asked as my friends translated. “She’s fifty-nine,” I said. He shook his head and marveled. Did she marry young? How many children did she have? When was she coming to Poland to see him? He asked if I had a picture of her today, and I pulled from my bag a snapshot I had taken in February of Mom in her kitchen, smiling and cute. “She looks so young! She’s so pretty!” he said. “You’re really going to bring her to see me?”

My face was starting to hurt from grinning. I couldn’t wait to bring her here, couldn’t believe this was happening. I thought of Mom at home, how she hadn’t exactly agreed to come to Poland. I thought of something else I knew about her that I couldn’t tell him yet. “It’s expensive to come over,” I said. “It’s very far. But she’ll come. She told me she wants to come.” Wiesław put his hands on my shoulders and told me that his mother had waited her life for this moment. She’d prayed that someday the girl she loved as a daughter would return. And that was when I did something I would later live to regret. I smiled up at Wiesław’s soft blue eyes and, searching for the words to address him in Polish, promised that no matter what happened, no matter what it cost me, I would bring him his sister. I would bring my mother to B[image: image]dzin and the two would meet again.








CHAPTER TWO



IRENA FRYDRYCH WAS EIGHT YEARS OLD, ALMOST NINE, THE FIRST time she heard the story of her life. She was sailing with her father and stepmother aboard a transatlantic ocean liner bound for New York harbor. She was thin on the details, or maybe she didn’t remember them, but I pictured a sun-drenched deck, the taste of salt in the air, and a little girl with flaming red hair, maybe a blue dress—it was her favorite color—trembling and suspiciously looking up at a man she barely knew. As she would later recall, the man—her father, Beresh Frydrych—having lost his wife, his parents, three brothers, a sister, their children, their spouses, and nearly every friend he’d ever had, turned to his only child, his only living tie to home, and began a tale with a sentence that is almost as famous in my family as the events it describes: “You were born in Poland in 1942,” he told her. “And things did not look good for the Jewish people.”

He must have gone on to describe how he and his family were moved from the apartment building they owned in the small Polish city of B[image: image]dzin (pronounced BENjin in Polish, benDEEN in Yiddish) to a nearby ghetto and how he and his wife were rounded up one morning on their way to work. Or maybe those details came later, as Mom grew older and could understand more. But she never wanted to hear any of it, and now, as I retell it, I stand by none of it. I can’t even say what language my grandfather was speaking that day. Probably Swedish, Mom said. They had been living in Sweden, and she figured she must have forgotten Polish by then. She couldn’t remember when she learned to speak Yiddish. But like most of the details in this story, even that can be seen only through the rheumy eyes of distant memory.

Irena Frydrych’s parents met in the Bedzin, Poland ghetto and fell in love in 1940. It was not a time for romantic illusion. The Jews of Bedzin were crowded into the ghetto. They lived among rats, vermin, constant fear—certainly not the candies and flowers of young love. But it was here, a year after Germany invaded Poland, that Beresh Frydrych and Sura Leah Rosenblum found one another. “They decided to get married because it was war time,” Irena recalled from stories she’d heard. “In war time, you don’t know what is going to happen. My parents wanted to be together.”


I wrote this story for my high school newspaper, the West Bloomfield High School Spectrum, in January 1991. At seventeen, I interviewed my mother at the kitchen table, using an old black tape recorder with buttons like toes, and crafted her memory into a narrative. Research that I did in college and after turned up factual errors. The Jews of B[image: image]dzin, for example, weren’t forced into the ghetto until 1943, so my grandparents weren’t necessarily in the ghetto when they decided to get married. But the story, as I wrote it then, was the product of perfect folklore. It was the sum of what my mother had told me, based on what her father had told her. Like most family stories, it was more memory than truth. It was colored by half a century’s agenda and spin, and written, because I was young and dramatic, with excessive sentimentality. But this was the story I knew, or thought I knew. And ten years later, when I attempted to find out what actually happened, it was all I had to go on.


Dirty grey snow covered the ghetto when baby Irena was born, Feb. 20, 1942. She was born in a cellar, in silence. If anyone knew of her existence, she would be killed. While her parents worked, they left Irena in the care of an elderly aunt, sharing a crib with a baby cousin named Gitte who was born a few months earlier. When the Germans patrolled the streets, pillows shoved in the babies’ faces muffled their cries. The babies remained hidden. They rarely saw sunlight. They learned, instinctively, to be silent. But their lives, from the moment of their births, were doomed.

Irena’s parents stayed alive for three years in the ghetto by virtue of their work papers. As long as they had papers, they had hope of survival and of keeping their daughter alive. But eventually, even papers couldn’t save them. Beresh and Sura Leah were on their way to work one morning when they were rounded up and herded at gunpoint with hundreds of others onto a slow-moving train bound for somewhere. Their own fate was bleak. But what about Irena’s? There’d been no time to arrange for her care.

Beresh spotted a window on the train and pleaded with his wife to escape with him, to go to their daughter. It was a desperate effort. There were guards on both ends of the car—guards with orders to shoot—but Beresh urged his wife to join him. “My father was a pessimist,” Irena would recall decades later. “He always thought the worst was going to happen. He knew when he went on that train that he was going to end up dead.”

Sura Leah was terrified. She didn’t know where the train would take her but she knew the chances of surviving a jump were slim. Her husband begged, but she refused. Eventually, he went without her, slipping through the thin window of the cattle car under a shower of Nazi guns. He landed hard on the grass and escaped to the woods. Blood poured from his leg where a bullet pierced his flesh but there was neither time for nor access to treatment. He bandaged his leg with the armband—jude—that labeled him a Jew, then swiftly made his way back to Bedzin, to his only child.

He made contact with a gentile woman with whom he’d traded goods for bread. He knew this woman was reliable—or hoped she was—and lavished on her his every possession. He gave her his money, his jewelry, the deed to his factory and apartment. He gave her the address of his relatives in the United States and made her promise to contact them if he failed to return after the war. Then he handed her his daughter and pleaded with her to keep the baby safe. A few days later, he was captured again, and again forced onto a train. This time, though, he didn’t jump. He rode the train to its final destination.

The woman who’d agreed to look after Irena asked her sister to look after Gitte and both girls became daughters to strangers. But Irena had something that Gitte did not: she had blue eyes, red hair, Aryan features. Gitte had dark eyes and dark hair that betrayed her Semitic blood. Soon there were whispers. Gitte’s caretaker became scared. Terror-stricken, she carried her dark-haired charge onto a streetcar, set the baby on a seat and left the train without her, never asking after her again. Whether Gitte survived is impossible to know. A kindly woman may have scooped her up from the seat and saved her, maybe left her on the steps of an orphanage. She could still be alive today. Or that day could have been her last.

For Irena, red hair served as a handy disguise. The woman who agreed to look after her dropped Irena off in the country at the home of her own mother. This old woman introduced the baby as her daughter’s girl, telling her friends that her daughter had to work in the city and could not care for the child herself. And there, in the countryside, Irena was loved.

Beresh, meanwhile, was taken to Auschwitz, where he reunited with his brother, Gitte’s father. The two vowed to stay together, to support one another. When they heard that the German manufacturing company Siemens was looking for workers trained in the tool trade, they both volunteered. Both brothers had run the family brass factory at home in Bedzin and both brothers were confident that they would be selected for this lifesaving assignment. But though Beresh’s brother was the brain of the family and though Beresh boasted how much better his brother knew the trade than he, when Siemens questioned the brothers about the tool trade, Beresh passed the test and his brother did not.

The elder brother went instead to the gas chamber, leaving Beresh to survive the camp on his own. Of everything Beresh would lose, of all the agonies he would suffer, this would be the moment that would trouble him most through the rest of his life—that he had passed the test and his brother had not.

Beresh worked for Siemens until the end of the war, making munitions that would continue his own enslavement and enrich the German corporation that was at once saving his life and destroying it. He was liberated in 1945 and returned home to Bedzin, where he hoped somehow to find Sura Leah, waiting for him with a survival story as dramatic as his own. But she was not there and neither was the city of his birth. Bedzin had become a city of people who despised him. He hadn’t realized the hate that would have grown for a once-wealthy Jew. He wanted to leave. But first he had to find his daughter.

Irena walked and ran. She spoke and sang and could recite the Polish alphabet. Her fair white skin was splashed with thousands of freckles from summer days in the country. She loved the woman who took care of her and knew nothing of the man who arrived one day, claiming to be her father. She was three years old and frightened of this stranger.

Beresh took Irena, kicking and screaming, to an orphanage for surviving children, then traveled to Germany, where he could earn money for passage to the United States. His relatives in the States were relieved to learn that he and Irena had survived and urged them to move to Sweden, where the wait for visas would be shorter. Then, when Beresh had money enough to make it as far as Sweden, he returned again to Poland to collect Irena from the orphanage.

“I remember when he came for me again,” Irena recalled. “This was the second time I had seen this man. Each time I see him, he takes me away from where I’m comfortable. I screamed.” She remembers the incident vividly and can still picture the hurt expression on her father’s face. But she feared him. “I screamed the whole time he was there. The minute I saw him, I started to scream and I didn’t stop screaming until he left. When he left, I stopped screaming.”

She was screaming when she met her foster family in Sweden. Her father made arrangements with the cantor at the Jewish synagogue in Stockholm who knew of a warm Jewish family that could care for a young Polish girl. Their name was Keijler. While Beresh worked to earn money for the boat, he lived in a boarding house with other holocaust survivors. Irena stayed with the Keijlers. “He had nothing,” Irena said of her father. “He went to work to try and rebuild his life but he had to start from scratch. He had nothing, like a newborn baby.”

Irena remembers the Keijlers as warm people whose home smelled of baking sweets. She’d survived terrible trauma but emerged unscathed. “I was always loved. I was lucky that way,” she said. “Whoever took care of me, loved me…I think that’s what saved me.” It was love that made her father risk his life repeatedly to save his daughter. The chocolates he brought every Saturday of the four years they spent in Sweden were filled with love. Irena ate the candy quickly and, although she was shy, would smile often.

“It wasn’t until we were on the boat, crossing to America, that he told me about my life,” Irena said. Father and daughter traveled the Atlantic together in December 1950. “He told me I was born during the war time and that things did not look good for the Jewish people…”

In Sweden, Beresh met Fela Brystowska through his cousin and married her after two months. She was a beautiful young woman who’d been captured by the Nazis at 17 but survived the horrors. She would be a new mother to Irena. The three would settle in Detroit, Michigan, near Beresh’s family. Irena Frydrych became Irene Frederick. Beresh became Bernard and Fela became Faye. They adjusted to society and all became American citizens.

The family had seen more and endured more than most read about in a lifetime, but they had survived. Irene went to school and learned English. She grew up and went to college and met her husband, Brian. They would have two children: the first, a boy named Derek. The second, a girl to whom they would give the Hebrew name Sura Leah, they would name Erin. She would one day write down the whole story. Bernard Frederick died of a stroke in 1982. He was 74. Faye Frederick lives happily in Atlanta, Georgia. My mom, Irene, who never met her mother or even saw a picture of her, has always been there for me.



The story was the pride of my senior year. It won national high school journalism awards. I lavished attention on its every detail, then basked in the way my friends and teachers responded. The day that article ran in my four-hundred-circulation high school monthly was the day I decided to go into journalism. I wanted to discover fascinating narratives and tell them. And in the years to come, I would do just that, reporting for much larger publications. But this story, my mother’s story, lived inside me like an organ. I relished its dramatic arc, its tale of love in a time of desperation, of lives begun with no hope of survival, of a father’s daring leap from a moving train, and of a Polish mother’s courageous sacrifice. But the prize for me had always been the happy ending: the family’s triumphant reunion, stepping out of the ruins of war to set sail for new lives in a new country, a child learning the story of her worst years, just as her best years were about to begin. That parts of this story may have been wrong never occurred to me. That my mother may have deliberately misled me, cleaned up the story’s messier aspects, was not a concept I paused to consider. But what if the ending wasn’t exactly happy? What if I had swept the story too forcefully into my own fantasy of how it must have been? What if my mother had told me a version she preferred to believe instead of one that was actually true?

It all started to unravel for me in the thick of a summer heat wave in 1999. My mom and I were driving from her house in Detroit to mine in Philadelphia. I was twenty-six. She was fifty-seven. And we were, after years at emotional war with each other, finally, if tentatively, friends. This meant we were willing to sidestep most of the mother-daughter land mines most of the time. We were transporting an antique cabinet that Mom had bought for me in Michigan without considering how she’d get it to my door. I was grateful for the gift, but it had languished in her garage for a year until I could find time to fly out for a weekend and drive it back with her. We fired up my brother’s discarded Ford Explorer and prayed the air-conditioning would last. Temperatures were in the hundreds. The air was sticky and wet. When the AC quit outside of Toledo, Mom and I were left to maintain our tenuous peace through nine hours of sweat and irritation.

“Do you have to drive so fast?” she shouted over the noise of the wind through the windows.

“I am not driving fast!”

“Well, slow down!”

“I’m going seventy. How slow do you want me to go?”

The conversation went something like that through most of Ohio. We snapped, then we sulked, then we fished around for something to talk about. I tried movies, but she’d seen only chick flicks. She probed my love life, but there was nothing I wanted to tell. Eventually, I tried an open-ended question: “Have you ever driven across the country?” I asked, hopeful.

“Yes,” she said, still eyeing the speedometer. “When we first got here. We went to California. My father thought there were jobs there.”

I gave my mother a puzzled look. This was a detail of her life I’d never heard before. “You didn’t go straight to Detroit? Wouldn’t the jobs have been there in 1950?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “He wanted to go to California, so we went to California.”

Mom and her family spent a few weeks in Detroit when they first arrived in the United States, she told me. They attended a family wedding there. But my grandfather had a sister in California whom he wanted to visit, so a relative—an uncle Abe—volunteered to make the drive with them across the Rockies. I’d never heard of Uncle Abe, but he was reportedly the father-in-law of my cousin Jane, whom I had heard of. I wasn’t entirely sure why he drove or why Jane’s sister Dorothy came, or why Dorothy brought her son Jerry, or how they managed to cram my mother, her father, his wife, Dorothy Jerry, and Abe into a single car that must also have been carrying luggage and food. I asked these questions, but Mom didn’t know. “I didn’t even speak English,” she protested. “I was just there.” She had a fair point, I agreed.

“So how was it?” I asked.

“What? The drive? I only remember fighting with Jerry,” Mom said. She smirked when I asked what the fights were about. “Kid stuff, whatever kids fight about,” she said. Her patience with my questions was faltering, but she had to give me something. We had six hours left to drive. I kept at it. I asked if they stopped anywhere, if they saw the Grand Canyon, but Mom protested again. “I was young!” she said. “I don’t remember.”

This was how it always happened. I would ask for details, something to color the sketch I had of her childhood, and she would tell me that she had been young, that she didn’t remember. I had never understood this. From what I could tell, her long-term memory was extraordinary. She could rattle off trivia about movies and songs from the 1950s. She knew the names of my kindergarten play pals, the names of their mothers, cute things they said. But she didn’t know if she’d seen the Grand Canyon?

Then Mom surprised me.

“Oh, I do remember something!” she said. “I remember my uncle made me cry.”

I turned to look at her. “This Abe guy made you cry?”

“He didn’t mean to,” Mom said. “He was just teasing, but I had a photo of my foster mom from Sweden, and he kept pointing and laughing that she had a pimple.”

Only it wasn’t a pimple, Mom said. It was a smudge on the picture, on the nose. Mom must have held it too long and damaged the print. She tried to explain this, to correct her uncle, to insist that her foster mom was really very pretty, but she didn’t speak English, and she wasn’t understood.

“They were all laughing,” she said. “That’s when I cried.”

I pictured my mom at eight: the little girl in the backseat, struggling to be understood, being laughed at instead. I pictured her clutching her photograph, sleeping with it beside her pillow, rubbing away at the smudge on its beloved subject’s face only to find that her sticky fingers deepened the damage. I could feel the pierce of her grief. “What a terrible story!” I said. But Mom waved me off. “It was a long time ago,” she said. I took my eyes off the road for a second and settled them on her, hoping to see beyond her nonchalance to the place in her head where she stored the memory, that ache of being eight, confused and completely unable to defend a woman she loved as her own mother. Something in her eyes, maybe? But no. I wasn’t psychic, and Mom wasn’t playing. I looked again. Still no. Not that I knew what the imprint of childhood pain might look like, but there was nothing unusual on my mother’s round face, just the same faded freckles on the soft folds of pale skin, the same light blue eyes behind trendy wire frames, the same crown of red-brown hair—darker than when she was a child—pulled back from her face with a pair of drugstore barrettes. Having told her story, Mom had moved on. Not me. The power of her story lodged in my throat. “You must have been frustrated,” I said. She gave me a questioning look, as if she’d already forgotten what we were discussing. Then she answered distractedly: “I guess so. That’s why I was crying, but you know.” She shrugged. “Kids cry.”

I spent the rest of the drive trying to join my mother in light conversation. She recycled her favorite topics of home decorating, family, and Hollywood gossip and what so-and-so at work—can you believe it?—had said to her. She nagged me about my driving speed and cross-examined me on my lack of a boyfriend. Was it because I didn’t wear lipstick or because I talked too much? But as much as I tried to participate in her cheerful chatter, I couldn’t shake her story. That little girl, just weeks after arriving in a new country, crammed in the back of a nasty road-trip car packed with people and luggage and stink, her sweaty hands destroying the only picture she had of a woman who had cared for her as long as she could remember. There was this cousin—a little brat, no doubt—who was picking on her, and an uncle—a man she’d only just met—making fun of her. And she didn’t even know the language to defend herself!

Her anecdote was simple, a single moment in what must have been a five-day ride. It was a moment so insignificant to her that she’d never mentioned it before. But hearing it that day for me was like picking up a book I’d read a hundred times and realizing there were pages stuck together, pages that, when pried apart, revealed an entirely new drama. The pages in between changed everything. Through all the dramatic tellings I’d heard of my mother’s story—the unspeakable setting into which she was born and the fantastic odds she’d beaten to get out of Europe at all—I’d never given much thought to what happened later, once she reached the United States. The war story’s final scene had always featured Mom, her hair in pigtails, her Swedish flag in one hand and little suitcase in the other, jumping up and down as she spotted the Statue of Liberty. She’d only ever told me how lucky she was, how she was always loved. She’d told me this repeatedly, like a politician getting a sound bite on the news. He won’t answer questions, only repeat his quote. “I was always loved.” Her mantra. And I believed her. Why wouldn’t I? But now the story had a new dimension. She must have entered the American public school system as a big-nosed, red-haired, motherless Jewish girl whose only language was Swedish and only dress a hand-me-down.

There was no question she was lucky. She’d escaped a genocidal scourge that had killed one and a half million children. Only about a dozen kids from her city in Poland were known to have survived. But to say she’d escaped unscathed? She’d been “saved” and united with her family in the United States, but she must have pined for the world she’d left behind in Sweden, maybe even for the one before that in Poland. Her hair was cut into bangs so she would look more American. Someone scrubbed her face to help rid her of freckles. Her name was changed from a lovely, roll-off-the-tongue name, Irena (airENnaah), to the harsh, blunt I-rene. The woman who had just married her father would be the fifth mother she would have. And here was this uncle, a member of the “real family” everyone had been so intent on connecting her with, and he was making fun of her. The more I thought about it, the more it upset me. “Did you stay in touch with her?” I asked a few miles outside of Philadelphia. My voice was cracking from the heat, from yelling over the hot wind, and from a large scoop of emphatic grief.

“With whom?” she asked.

“The lady in Sweden, Mom. The one you were crying over.”

“Oh, no. Not really.”

“But she was your mother!”

“Eh,” Mom said. “I was young.”

It wasn’t that I thought my mother had lied about her happy ending, at least not deliberately. The more I considered it, the more certain I was that the version she’d told was the one she believed, the one that came filtered through decades of convincing herself that if no one saw her scars, she must not have had any. She had masterfully enlisted me into her concept of herself as a woman without a painful past, a woman who had always been loved. And I was invested in the story. But if the ending was wrong, I wondered, what else was? My mind raced over the details. Had my grandparents really fallen in love amid the ruins of war? Or were they among the couples who believed—falsely, as it turned out—that married women would fare better in the ghetto? And how was it that my grandfather was able to jump from a train, like he said? If you could jump, wouldn’t everyone have jumped? He bandaged his leg with his Jude armband? Really?

The story’s characters seemed suddenly flat; its narrative seemed pocked with holes. The tale I had seen forever as family history transformed that day into a mystery, into a series of clues I needed to decipher. And as I considered them, I felt the same anticipation that rushes over me whenever I stumble into a big-headline news story. When the phone rings with an unbelievable tip or when a possible scandal emerges from behind a passing remark, an urgent sort of mania sets in, a frantic thirst for the rest of the details, for the other glimmers of facts that can be pried from cryptic documents or begged from unwilling sources. The story almost torments me until I know enough and can prove enough to put it into the paper and out of my head. And that, I knew, was what I needed to do with my mother’s story, with my family’s story. I needed to pursue it. For me, if not for my mom.

By the time we began setting the table at my house that night for a late dinner of Chinese takeout, I announced that I had made a decision: “I’m going to find your foster family in Sweden.”

Mom looked at me incredulously. “They’re dead!” she protested.

“Maybe so,” I said. “But they had a daughter. She’d be alive. I’ll find her.”

Mom adjusted her glasses and peered at me across the table, as though by seeing me better, she could understand my thinking. “The daughter didn’t even like me.”

“That was fifty years ago. She’d be thrilled to see you now. And I’ll go to Poland, too. I’ll find the family who hid you there.”

Mom cocked her head to the side, clearly trying to decide if this was a real plan or another in a series of proposals that I would discuss for months, then abandon. For years I had talked of a great adventure, of a yearlong journey that would take me to Peru, perhaps, or to China. I could see Mom trying to decide how to respond to this latest idea, weighing whether objecting would discourage or only embolden me, but on my side of the table, in my head, I was already searching the Internet for grants. I was already asking my editor for time off. I was already packing my bags. Mom may have seen this, may have realized that this scheme was different from my others. Or she may have been too drained from the long drive to argue. She exhaled audibly and settled her eyes on mine. “You want to find them, Erin?” she said, a resignation in her voice. “Then go find them. But the family in Poland only did it for the money. They asked my father to send them a Chevrolet. And the family in Sweden…” She stopped for a second to think about them. “Well, anyway, they’re gone now. If they were alive…” She picked up a plastic container of egg drop soup, poured the contents into a bowl, and lifted her spoon to start eating.

“If I find them, will you come over and meet them?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Erin.” She sounded tired now. “I’m hungry, and I’d like to eat.”

I could tell she wasn’t thrilled about the idea. I knew she’d prefer to have me home, where I would be safe. She wanted me married. She wanted grandchildren. But if the other options were China or Peru, she’d rather have me in Poland. Despite this, I decided to take her ambiguity as a full-fledged go-ahead. As we tackled our greasy Chinese dinner with splintered wooden chopsticks, I even decided that a part of her was proud that I’d taken an interest in her life. Then again, I may have invented that. Either way, I had been wanting to live abroad since the year I graduated from college and watched my friends go off to join the Peace Corps or teach English in Japan. I had made what I’d thought at the time were wise choices, applying for reporting jobs, taking positions that offered the best career prospects. I worked for a newspaper in Detroit, covering murders in my hometown until my union there went on strike. I moved to Philadelphia to cover the suburbs, zoning meetings, and school boards for The Philadelphia Inquirer. Two years later, I took a job with another Philadelphia paper, the Daily News, taking on big-city pols with a notebook and pen. It had been interesting and challenging—even fun—but I still craved a youthful adventure, and this was my chance. As I reached for a second helping of moo shu vegetables, I made another announcement. “I’ll go at the end of the year,” I said, never more certain of anything.








CHAPTER THREE



ANYONE PASSING THE SMALL WHITE HOUSE WITH BLUE SHUTTERS on Genesee Avenue in Los Angeles would have seen the little red-haired girl at the door that day, her freckled nose against the screen. They’d have seen the shine of her new dress, the pretty gleam of her newly cut hair, maybe even the sadness of her light blue eyes. It was her birthday. She was nine. And the last thing she wanted was a party. She’d told her family that she didn’t want anything. No presents. No cake. She wanted to go back to Sweden, to Shprinsa Keijler and her sweet-smelling cinnamon rolls, to the apartment next to the park where Shprinsa used to push her on the swing. She didn’t want to be in America, didn’t want to be in Los Angeles, thought the bright sun here made everything look fake. She hated the kids at school, how they teased her, made fun of her clothes. She suffered when they called her stupid. More than anything, she wanted to be left alone.

When her cousin Sharon, a sixth-grader, appeared in her class one day to invite the younger kids to a birthday party, she wanted to shrink under her desk, to hide until everyone stopped staring. She avoided the eyes of her classmates for the rest of the week, hoping they’d forget about the party. But then her stepmother went out and bought her a new party dress, a fancy one with blue and white stripes on the skirt and delicate yellow flowers woven into the fabric. Her cousin Annie, Sharon’s mom, baked her a cake with nine candles. And that morning, when she came into the kitchen for breakfast, there was a box for her with a doll in it. She’d already started knitting the doll a new dress, like she used to do with Shprinsa in Sweden whenever a new doll arrived. Shprinsa would sit beside her and praise her perfect stitches, her careful rows of knits and purls. And as she knitted that tiny dress, she started thinking that maybe the party wouldn’t be so bad, that maybe if her classmates saw her in her party clothes, they would know she was normal, like them. They might even want to be her friend. By the time she was dressed for the party, she was even looking forward to it: her first celebration in America.

Her parents and cousins had been fussing for weeks over her cheerless, quiet ways. But this morning, getting ready for the party, she seemed a different child entirely. She even joined her stepmother in singing a song in Yiddish about a bird on a tree branch that her stepmother had taught her on the ship to America. It was the first time, her cousins noted, that they’d seen her smile. She had a lovely smile with a darling dimple that puckered like a kiss on her right cheek. The adults remarked on how nice it was to see her starting to warm. But then the hour of the party arrived before any of the guests, and the dimple began to go flat. It was still visible after ten minutes. A stubborn hint of it remained after twenty. But when an hour passed and still no child had arrived, the dimple vanished like grass beneath a cold sheet of snow. She stood by herself at the screen door, her stony face against the mesh, her eyes on the sidewalk, where she hoped still to see one of her classmates arriving with a ribbon-wrapped gift. Still more time passed, and she looked down at her toes, at the red leather shoes she’d adored when she’d chosen them in Sweden. Now they looked ugly, old-fashioned, nothing like the white and black saddle shoes her classmates wore. She could feel tears creeping onto her lashes, but she blinked them away. The kids could still come, and she didn’t want them to think she was a baby. She wouldn’t cry, she refused to cry, even after her stepmother and aunt suggested she cut the cake so that she could have a piece, even after Sharon and her brother, Kenny, started saying how much fun it would be to have a party “with just us family.” She stood wordlessly, tearlessly, a sentry at the screen door, until there was no denying the only conclusion: No one was going to come.

Stinging with shame, she took hold of the heavy front door with her small hands and heaved it closed with an angry slam. Eyes she’d struggled to keep dry now flooded with salty tears as she ran to the bathroom. She flipped the lock and sat down on the toilet to sob. If they were knocking on the door, calling her name, she was unaware. If there was a fuss in the hallway over whether she should be punished for slamming the door, she couldn’t have known. All she heard was the choking of her own despair. She sobbed for everything she’d lost and for everything she wanted. She sobbed for how much she hated her father, who was icy and harsh and had never asked if she wanted to come to America; for her stepmother, who talked to her like a baby, who tried to teach her those babyish songs. She was not a baby. And she wasn’t stupid. She could knit and sew and ski and do a somersault on a balance beam, and none of those stupid kids in her class could do that. She sobbed for Shprinsa, who was missing her birthday. And she sobbed because it just wasn’t fair, because nothing would ever be fair again.

It was, my mother would tell me decades later, one of the most difficult moments of her life. She was unimpressed, even bored, by the indescribable events that surrounded her birth. Years later, with Shprinsa and Sweden a distant memory, she claimed no particular recollection of being moved from place to place. She didn’t remember being stashed in an orphanage, uprooted to a foster home. She would tell me—whether or not she was speaking the truth—that she was not affected at all by refugee life in Europe. But this party, its uneaten cake, she remembered as clearly as any event that happened before or was yet to transpire. The war crimes of my mother’s life were not, in her mind, committed by fascists. They came at the hands of cruel American children.

This could be why she tended to gloss over the war years, why everything that had happened to her in Europe was overshadowed by her later zeal to fit in, her need to spend hours in front of a mirror practicing precise American diction, like a TV newscaster. She had to have the right clothes, to wear her hair the right way. After college, she became a teacher because that was the right kind of job for a woman who wanted children (she had secretly wanted to be a doctor). And she wanted to have the right kind of past, one that had been easy. By the time I was born, twenty-two years after the fateful birthday party, there was almost no way to detect that my mother was anything other than what she seemed: a goofy wife, an overprotective mother, a self-taught craftswoman with a knack for refinishing furniture who lived in the suburbs of an American city. She had impeccable English grammar and no perceivable accent. Even the Jewish nose wasn’t there anymore. She did away with it in college, dropping years of babysitting cash on an adorable replacement nose, a tiny button of a thing that held her small, round glasses and made her face look open, happy, symmetrical. She developed a wry sense of humor and laughed at other people’s jokes. Only a few people knew where she came from. Even some of her closest friends had no idea.
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