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Children begin by loving their parents; as they grow older they judge them; sometimes they forgive them.

—Oscar Wilde,
The Portrait of Dorian Gray


Shaped by actual events, this novel is dedicated to all survivors living with their scars, and to my granddaughters, Scarlett Dorothy Lindgren and Orly Olympia Lindgren, who make me feel hopeful about the future!


PROLOGUE

Poland, January 1945

HIS BREATH FORMED PUFFY CLOUDS. The only sound he heard was the crackling noise his shoes made as he walked over the crisp snow. If he had not been warmed by the anticipation of seeing Lena, the freezing cold Polish winter would have made him shiver. When he saw the iron gate off in the distance, he quickened his pace, his heart racing.

The young nun who greeted him as she opened the heavy gate made no eye contact but seemed cordial. She led him to the office of the Mother Superior. He smiled as he remembered the sound he and Lena had made walking these same glistening hard wood floors four years before. Inside the office, he stopped smiling when the face he expected to see was not there. Instead a much younger woman with a stern expression sat behind the desk.

“I’m here to see the Mother Superior,” he said, expecting to be ushered into the proper room.

“I am the Mother Superior,” Sister Marianna said firmly, and gestured for him to take a seat.

“I’ve come to get Lena!” he said and sat down on the chair in front of her desk, clutching the wooden arms so tightly his knuckles turned white.

“I know the other Mother Superior understood that I brought Lena to the orphanage temporarily, until someone in her family was able to care for her. Her father was supposed to get her back after the war. But since he died fighting with the Underground, her aunt, her mother’s sister, wants to raise her,” he said, reiterating the story he had given the former Mother Superior. Even with this new nun in charge they had to give Lena back to her family, he thought, and relaxed.

Then he heard, “I’m sorry. Lena is not here. There are no children here, and have not been for some years.”

Stunned, he stared blankly into space and thought about the last time he saw Lena’s sad little face framed by cascading blonde curls.

“Where is she?” His question barely audible.

“I don’t know,” Sister Marianna said forcefully.

“How can that be?”

“The children were moved years before I came here, and the orphanage records were destroyed by a fire,” she answered.

“What do I tell the family?”

The Mother Superior sighed. “I will try to find out what happened to Lena, but I’m sure she was placed in a good home,” Sister Marianna said as she began ushering him out.

Outside the howling wind blew the mounds of snow. The gate shut behind him, and he leaned against it for support. Paralyzed.


PART I


CHAPTER

1

New York, May 1976

HANNAH STONE WAS TROUBLED. Friday closings at Weekend magazine, where she worked as a staff writer, were notoriously chaotic, but she always managed to keep her anxiety level mid-meter. This Friday was different. The one weapon in her survival arsenal she always depended on, her ability to do her job well no matter what was going on in her life, had failed her.

“What is this supposed to be?” the managing editor shouted. Hannah had walked into Betty’s office for an assessment of the draft she’d left in her in-box early that morning. Before Hannah could answer, Betty handed the marked-up manuscript back to her and announced, “I expect a publishable piece by three o’clock. Go!”

Clutching the rejected manuscript as she walked back to her cubicle, Hannah squeezed her eyes tight to keep the tears in check. Betty’s dismissal of her profile of Rosalynn Carter was painful, but it was not her only problem that morning. Her parents were about to resurface and Robert, her Robert, was far away. Back at her desk, she sat there for a few minutes, swaying from left to right in her swivel chair.

“Get a grip and get to work,” she finally told herself.

Hannah reached for one of a half dozen cold coffee containers languishing on her desk as she started to read Betty’s comments. She broke out laughing when she realized she was about to take a sip of a substance that seemed to be growing penicillin. Her laughter lifted her spirits. A resolute Hannah was ready to start over.

Fingers poised on the home keys, eyes closed as if in prayer, she was determined to salvage her lackluster interview with the possible next First Lady, while anxiously waiting for the call announcing her parents’ safe arrival at LaGuardia Airport.

When her mother had mentioned in one of their weekly chats that they were coming back to New York a month early so her father could see a heart specialist, Hannah didn’t believe that was the real reason for their return. She herself had been trying to get him to see a cardiologist for years.

“Why should I take another doctor’s opinion?” was his answer. “I’ve forgotten more about medicine than most of them will ever know!”

Did the great Dr. Harry Stone suddenly change his mind? Not likely, Hannah thought. Why were they coming back? She suspected her casual comment that Robert was staying at the cottage in Amagansett might be why. Whatever the reason, their impending return made Hannah’s body stiffen and she mentally reached for some Maalox. Hannah loved her parents, but their unspoken demands almost cut off her air supply. Only while they were away in Eastland Village could she breathe freely. Once a week Hannah willingly listened to her mother’s complaints. And with twelve hundred miles separating them, she could easily maintain the fiction that the coldness between her and her father did not exist. While they were in New York, she attributed the pain she saw etched on both their faces to her missteps. Hannah assumed guilt the way a sponge soaked up water.

At three o’clock when she checked her watch and her rewrite was still not ready for Betty’s critical eyes, Hannah’s anxiety level spiked. Several times she reached for the box of Marlboro cigarettes in her purse. Having resisted each temptation, she congratulated herself mentally. After Hannah had interviewed a young woman battling lung cancer, she decided to test the strength of her willpower to curb a pack-a-day habit. Without committing to stop smoking, she wanted to see how long she could go without lighting up. “I can take one whenever I want,” she assured herself. The unopened box of Marlboros had waited in her purse for three months. Although the butt-filled ashtrays were gone, the books and everything in her office still reeked of stale cigarette smoke.

While Hannah kept her cigarettes handy, the M&Ms in the large glass apothecary jar next to the phone now served as a substitute.

“Am I simply choosing diabetes over cancer?” Hannah joked to herself, as she noted how quickly the M&Ms were disappearing. She was eating them by the handful, carefully selecting the red ones to help her fight her writer’s block.

Hannah loved working on a magazine, even though defending story ideas at the weekly editorial meeting was a blood sport. While the staff walked into the conference room with the enthusiasm of lambs going to the slaughter, Hannah, clipboard in one hand and coffee cup in the other, insisted, “What’s not to like? Free glazed doughnuts for everybody.” She sat in the same seat around the oval conference table and waited until the editor said a variation of, “You’re up Hannah. Since we don’t have time to hear your hundred ideas, just give us your Top 10.” That always brought laughter from the staff, and a grinning Hannah started making her pitch.

She preferred writing profiles rather than covering headline grabbing events. “I like to let people tell why they do what they do,” Hannah explained. She had often fantasized about interviewing her father to figure him out.

On late nights waiting for their stories to close, when she wasn’t sleeping on the floor in her cubicle, Hannah enjoyed hanging out with her fellow writers, drinking jug wine, and contemplating such existential questions as Why do doctors and nurses wear their hospital scrubs in the street? and Who exactly prefers a glass half-empty to a glass half-full? Ostensibly a willing participant in these gab sessions, Hannah always kept some distance. For her any conversation, no matter how trivial, was equivalent to a championship chess match. It was exhausting! Before Hannah uttered a word in jest or as part of a serious exchange, she had to know what the last gambit would be. She envied people who did not mentally calculate all the possible consequences of any words they uttered or action they planned to undertake. A self-described information junky, Hannah stored important and trivial tidbits in her brain bank to be retrieved as needed. Facts were her protective armor. She never thought she had to know everything, but Hannah had to know what she didn’t know. That gave her a chance to figure out how to get answers before anyone knew she didn’t have them. For Hannah it was always, No Mistakes Allowed.

When her mother phoned at 4:30, all the red M&Ms were gone and Hannah was still struggling.

“Welcome home,” she said in her best cheerleader voice. “How was the flight?”

“Fine. There were so many people in wheelchairs you’d think we were on a flight to Lourdes.” Molly Stone chuckled.

It cheered Hannah that her mother seemed to be in good spirits. She was grateful that she did not mention Robert. Hannah felt the stiffness in her neck soften.

“Sorry I can’t take off early today and help you get settled,” she said. Trying to explain her predicament, Hannah added, “I’m having trouble with my Rosalynn Carter story, it’s . . .”

Molly interrupted. “You met Rosalynn Carter? Next week she and Jimmy Carter are making a campaign stop at Eastland Village. Too bad I won’t get to meet them, but I’m glad to be back,” she said, still cheerful.

“Great. Let me finish writing and I’ll come by later to welcome you properly.” Hannah hoped she could keep her word. “Give my best to Dad,” she said, signing off.

Hannah was glad her parents had not expected her to pick them up at the airport. Still she felt guilty because she had never made the offer. Sometimes feeling guilty was Hannah’s trade-off for doing what she wanted.

At 10:30 when her mother called again, the apothecary jar was empty and Hannah was putting the final touches on her story.

“You’re still there,” Molly said, surprised.

“Of course. I told you I was working late and would come by afterwards.” Hannah was defensive.

“Well, we’re going to bed. It’s been a long day. Can you come tomorrow? Your father is anxious to see you.”

“Sorry about tonight, Mom. I’ll come for breakfast. Really, I’m having trouble . . .”

“I understand,” she cut her off. Hannah couldn’t decide if her mother was truly being understanding, or miffed thinking she’d been ignored. After a tough week Hannah hoped the weekend would not be tougher. She sighed and crossed her fingers. The fact that she still had not figured out the real reason for her parents’ early return gnawed at her. And Hannah dreaded having to explain Robert’s living in Amagansett.

They had had some reservations about the marriage to begin with. A definite red flag for Molly was the fact that Robert was divorced and had a child. Surprisingly his not being Jewish never seemed to be an issue. Hannah knew a possible break up was the last thing her parents would want. Harry and Molly Stone did not adjust easily to change. Their version of “Be careful what you wish for!” was “Stick with what you have, what you might get could be worse.”

That night when Hannah opened the door to her apartment she headed straight for the bedroom and fell, spread-eagle, on the bed. I’ll just rest for five minutes, then go into the shower, Hannah thought. She woke up Saturday morning still in her street clothes, something she had not done since college.

Hannah stripped, dragged herself into the shower, got dressed in record time and, armed with assorted bagels and cream cheese from Zabar’s, and the morning newspaper, arrived at her parents’ Upper West Side apartment by 10:30, absolutely determined to make their reunion pleasant.

Seconds after Hannah rang the bell, the door to the apartment swung open and her mother flung her arms around her even before she had set both feet inside.

“It’s so good to be home,” Molly said.

“You look great, Mom!” Hannah said as she loosened her mother’s grip.

“Thank you.” Molly grinned, and patted her perfectly coiffed hairdo with her beautifully manicured hand. How does she keep that flaming red nail polish from chipping, Hannah wondered, as she looked down at her own scruffy nails. Molly pulled her daughter toward the living room. Nothing changed here, Hannah mused as she looked around the apartment she hadn’t seen in eight months.

When she glanced into the living room where her father was asleep on the sofa, Hannah held her breath. She was visibly shaken seeing his frail body engulfed by down cushions.

Who is that man? Hannah thought.
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Dr. Harry Stone, née Hershel Stein, was one of the lucky ones: a Jew who survived World War II in Poland by passing himself off as a Gentile. With the help of his Polish friends and the money he amassed from his thriving medical practice in Krakow, Harry secured false identity papers for his wife, his daughter Hannah, and himself.

Secure with his new documents in his breast pocket, he had brazenly walked out of the Krakow Jewish Quarter and boarded a train for Warsaw. There, as Dr. Bronisław Bieliński, he became an actor in a dangerous drama. His masquerade was aided by his straight nose, light brown hair and green eyes, which did not fit the Jewish stereotype. However, his circumcision branded him a Jew. Harry ingeniously fashioned a foreskin out of skin-tone artist wax to camouflage that. But he was always mindful that his ruse could not pass a close inspection.

A mere accusation of “JEW!” by a potential extortionist demanding money put him in jeopardy. On several occasions, instead of paying, Harry threatened his would-be blackmailer.

“Yes, let’s stop that German officer over there and see if he believes a thug like you or the doctor who fixed his sprained wrist last week!” he bluffed. But more often Dr. Bieliński paid and immediately moved his office or residence to another part of Warsaw, depending at which venue the encounter occurred.

In 1944 after the Polish Underground failed to liberate Warsaw, the Germans packed the few Polish men left alive onto trains heading to concentration camps. Dr. Bronisław Bieliński was one of them. With his medical bag under his arm, he stationed himself along the edge of the boxcar. Just as the train slowed down around a curve, he jumped off. A young German soldier spotted him, pulled the emergency cord and stopped the train. At gunpoint he forced Harry back aboard. A few miles later, feeling he had nothing to lose, Harry jumped again. This time the same soldier waved him on. A grateful Harry waved back.

Harry often wondered what that young German would have done if he had known he was letting a Jew go free. Luck was with him. He felt invincible then.

Being a survivor was a burden Harry Stone could not shake. It wasn’t his fault the retreating Germans burned down entire buildings in Warsaw with his relatives hidden inside. Still he was haunted by those deaths. He grieved for those he hadn’t saved. Those he left behind. Time did not heal those wounds. His new life in America could not make up for what he lost.
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Hannah always believed her father was indestructible. The figure she saw now tossing and turning on the sofa bore little resemblance to the formidable man Harry once was. His gaunt face and graying brown hair made him look much older than his sixty-eight years. My God, he’s really sick, Hannah mouthed the words to herself. She glanced around the apartment again. Nothing had changed, except Harry.

“Let him sleep,” Molly said, bringing a finger to her lips. “He didn’t have a good night.”

Still holding Hannah’s hand, she led her into the kitchen.

“I didn’t realize how sick Dad was,” Hannah said.

“I told you on the phone many times!” an aggrieved Molly almost shouted.

Over her fresh-brewed coffee and Hannah’s bagels and cream cheese, Molly finally expected to get the sympathy she deserved from her daughter. “You have no idea what it was like for me this winter!”

“Mom, you say the same thing every year,” Hannah said impatiently, before she caught herself and grinned, hoping to pass her comment off as a joke.

Hannah knew her father was difficult. After almost forty years of marriage it couldn’t be a surprise to her mother. Hannah didn’t know what her mother expected her to say. She didn’t want to be pulled into a conspiracy against Harry. Hannah obviously had enough issues with her father. She didn’t need to take on her mother’s as well.

“Believe me, he was never this bad. It’s easy for you to minimize what I’ve been through. You were in New York leading a normal life. I was a prisoner in Eastland Village!”

Hannah rolled her eyes. “That’s a little melodramatic, don’t you think?”

“No! I was there. I lived it. Those dance trophies we won last year were the only reminders I had of what our life used to be like. Your father wouldn’t go anywhere and wouldn’t let me go out either. I’ve been his prisoner this whole winter.”

While Hannah believed her mother never missed an opportunity to dramatize her situation, always exaggerating her own suffering, she decided to let her vent and not argue.

“I’m used to his nightmares and the fact that Mr. Personality turned into Mr. Sourpuss once we were alone and he had no one to charm, but this winter . . . I don’t know what happened to him. Maybe it’s his heart. Maybe he thinks something bad would happen to me if I’m out of his sight . . .” her voice trailed off.

“Forget about this winter, Mom,” Hannah said, hoping to cut short her mother’s complaints. But Molly was not ready to give up the floor.

“Last week I thought he’d brought on a heart attack for sure because of something one of our neighbors said to him. We got into the elevator just before the door closed. We each had two shopping bags. I gave him the light one and I carried the heavier bags. Morris from downstairs was inside. I smiled at him, but when your father just stared at the floor, Morris grinned and said, ‘Can’t look me in the eye, Harry? What are you up to? Hiding some dark secret?’ Instead of just laughing off his comments, like everyone else, your father stared straight ahead. I could see the veins at the side of his neck were popping out.”

Molly was enjoying having her daughter’s full attention. Finally! She patted Hannah’s hand and continued her story. “I was relieved when Morris got off on the third floor. Your father didn’t say a word until we were inside our apartment. Then he became a crazy person. He started shouting, ‘Why? Why did Morris say what he said? Who does he work for?’ I didn’t even get a chance to put away the groceries.”

Hannah nodded, but made no comment.

“I reminded him Morris was retired. Your father ignored me. He kept yelling, ‘He worked for immigration or the IRS. I’m sure he worked for the government!’ I pleaded with him to calm down. He insisted Morris implied he was a criminal, hiding a secret. When I said nobody is interested in Harry Stone, he screamed, ‘You’re naive! People can accuse you of anything they want!’ and flared his nostrils.”

“I’m sorry it was so hard for you, Mom.” Hannah hugged her mother.

Molly was happy to have her daughter’s sympathy at last.

“Your father never acted like that before. If someone invited us out he made me lie and say I was sick!”

“Look at him Mom, he’s not in good shape.”

“Everybody at Eastland has something wrong!”

“But no one wants to be around people when they don’t feel well,” Hannah argued.

“It’s not just his health, Hannah. It’s his mind, too,” Molly insisted. “Believe me, he’s not the same.”

“Maybe he just doesn’t like Eastland Village anymore.”

“What’s not to like?” Molly demanded, as if not liking Eastland Village was another reason to question Harry’s sanity. “It’s paradise! The best entertainers come to our huge clubhouse. Rosalind Kind, Julius LaRosa, Red Buttons. We have a movie almost every night. You can go swimming, play shuffleboard, tennis! There’s even a nine-hole golf course. Your father could have taken up golf, like other doctors. I could have a bridge game as often as I wanted. Each morning we had breakfast on the terrace and looked out at the canal. At sundown, we’d go for a leisurely walk around the village. What else could we possibly need for retirement?” Molly asked.

Hannah heard her mother out, but she wasn’t sure how to evaluate the situation. Her father was clearly in poor physical condition, but she didn’t know how to gauge his mental state. For now all she wanted was to make her mother feel better.

“Mom, you’re back in New York. Dad’s finally agreed to see a specialist. Everything is going to be fine,” she reassured her. “Wait and see. Things will change.”

Molly smiled and Hannah was pleased. But it wasn’t what Hannah said that put a smile on her mother’s face. Rather in her mind, Molly was passing the burden of taking care of Harry on to Hannah. She’d suffered all winter, put up with his irrational mood swings and bad dreams. Now it was Hannah’s turn.

Hearing the phone ring, Molly quickly ran into the entryway to answer so Harry wouldn’t be awakened. Her friend Rachel’s cheerful voice made Molly feel her situation was improving.

From her vantage point in the kitchen, Hannah saw her mother gesturing animatedly and congratulated herself. That was not so hard. All I have to do is listen and not argue.

Hannah was pouring herself a second cup of coffee, when she realized her mother had her coat on, preparing to leave. Before she could voice an objection, Molly was at the door about to waltz out.

“I’m going to meet Rachel,” Molly whispered. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours. If you and your father get hungry, there are cold cuts in the refrigerator.” She closed the door behind her.

Hannah stayed in the kitchen reading the paper. Periodically she tiptoed down the two steps into the sunken living room to check on her father. She hoped their first conversation would not be a confrontation. But whenever Hannah and Harry were together a fight was inevitable. It was as if an unidentified power propelled them into battle, and they were each defenseless against its force. Their verbal outbursts seemed to be the only thing that pierced the coldness between them.
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As Hannah was growing up, no matter what specialty Molly prepared, kopytka, the Polish potato dumplings she loved, stuffed cabbage, lamb chops, or Swedish meatballs, their Bronx apartment became a war zone some time during the meal. The three of them would sit down to eat in silence. At opposite ends of the table Harry and Hannah stared at their plates, until Molly, determined to lift the tension, would smile and start some meaningless chatter.

“So, how was school today, Hannah?” she’d ask, thinking that was a safe enough subject to bring up.

“Fine.”

“Have you done your homework?” Like a good lawyer, Molly already knew the answer.

“Yes.”

“If you’ve finished your homework so fast, they’re not giving you enough work to do,” Harry interjected, and they were off.

“I do as much as I’m told to do.”

“You should be more ambitious!”

“I’m ambitious enough.”

“Not if you do the least amount expected of you!”

With each retort their verbal volleys intensified. As Harry raised his voice another decibel, Hannah followed his example.

“I do everything my teachers expect of me. I get no complaints from them!”

“What do they care? You’re not their daughter!”

Hoping to end it, Molly would put her finger to her lips. “Sha! Both of you, please, no more fighting,” she’d beg. Sometimes she succeeded, and the fight was a mere skirmish. More often she could do nothing but let the fight run its course.

On those occasions when Hannah would run away from the table crying, Molly chased after her and pleaded with her daughter to come back and apologize to her father.

“I have nothing to apologize for,” Hannah always insisted, hurt that her mother never took her side. After such a blow-up even when Molly did get Hannah back to the table, she steadfastly refused to apologize. Silence and cold stares prevailed between Hannah and Harry for the remainder of the meal. Often father and daughter did not speak to each other for the rest of the evening, sometimes longer.

Hannah dreaded their shouting matches. But even when there was no fight in progress, there was always tension in the Stones’ apartment.

“Hannah, remember to say ‘Hello’ when your father comes home and don’t fight with him,” Molly coached her daughter daily.

“I’m not the one who starts the fights,” Hannah insisted.

Molly sighed and hoped for the best. Like a referee in a Frazier-Ali boxing match, Molly’s role was to keep Harry and Hannah from killing each other.

Once a verbal outburst did become physical. In the middle of the argument Harry screamed: “Is this why I saved your life? So you could fight with me?” and Hannah yelled back, “I don’t know why you saved my life! I never asked you to!”

Hearing those words, Harry lashed out. The smack, as his open palm collided with Hannah’s cheek, shocked all of them. A contrite Harry immediately reached out to comfort Hannah but he was too late. Fearing he was about to strike again, Molly swooped her out of his reach, into another room. That night while she was in bed with the light on, against her father’s dictates, Hannah heard her parents arguing for a long time. She could not make out their conversation. After that incident, for several weeks, Harry and Hannah spoke to each other only when absolutely necessary.

A truce was in effect when her parents entertained. Usually the only child present, Hannah enjoyed sitting with the men after the meal while the women helped Molly in the kitchen. To her surprise, at such gatherings, her father would allow her to pontificate unchallenged about politics. Once after a rousing discussion in which Hannah participated, Abe Beigleman pulled Harry aside. She overheard him say, “Your little Hannah has some head on her shoulders.”

She was amazed to hear a smiling Harry proudly reply, “I know!”

Hannah wanted to believe that her father loved her. After all, I am his only child. Puzzled by his iciness, she plaintively asked, in the midst of one of their minor skirmishes, “Why don’t you love me?”

Harry shouted back in genuine disbelief, “How can you even ask such a question? We’re one of the few families that survived. We’re a miracle!”

Sadly neither Harry nor Hannah seemed capable of experiencing the joy of being part of that miracle. Hannah sometimes wondered if things would have been better between them if she’d gone to medical school, as he had wanted.

Over the years, their fights morphed into debates. Harry and Hannah found themselves on opposite sides of almost any subject: hemlines, headlines, movies, drugs, drug companies, restaurants. Even if there was no basis for disagreement, a heated debate ensued. In April 1968, when the Columbia students took over campus buildings and declared themselves social revolutionaries with a laundry list of demands, Hannah listened as Harry ridiculed them and their tactics.

“These kids think they’re revolutionaries. That’s a laugh. They have no idea what it means to fight for something. To risk your life! They think taking over a building, while incidentally depriving other students of an education, and issuing a list of demands, including amnesty for their unlawful take-over, makes them bona fide revolutionaries! Ha! They’re hooligans who want to get their demands met without risking even the skin off their snot noses. They want to see themselves on television and their names in The New York Times, that’s all,” Harry said, expecting Hannah to take the opposite view. And she didn’t disappoint.

“These kids are trying to make the establishment see things differently, they’re trying to bring about some social changes. They’re idealists, Dad. They think they can make a difference,” Hannah argued. But her opinion of the student takeover was not very different from Harry’s. Still she could not help but come to their defense. It was her family’s version of, “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”
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When she heard Harry’s voice, Hannah rushed into the living room. He was thrashing around on the sofa, his body contorted. He seemed to be calling out for someone named Lena. Hannah gently shook her father, trying to end his disturbing dream. Harry squinted at first, and then opened his eyes wide. Seeing her blurry image without his glasses, he reached up with an unsteady hand to touch her face.

“Lena, Lena,” he said softly.

Hannah patted her father’s bony hand. She forced herself to ignore the slight she felt for being mistaken for someone Harry seemed to feel more affection toward than he’d shown her over the years.

“Wake up, Dad. You’re home,” she said.

Hearing Hannah’s voice, Harry blinked several times, to force his eyes into focus. He seemed confused.

“It’s Hannah, Dad. You’re in New York.”

He looked around the living room, trying to reorient himself as he reached for his glasses on the nearby table.

“You’re home, Dad.”

Harry nodded, put his glasses on, and sat up.

“Who is Lena?” Hannah asked matter-of-factly, when Harry seemed to have regained his bearings.

As he started to reply, Molly opened the door to the apartment.

“I’m back,” she called out, and armed with packages, headed into the kitchen.

Once he heard his wife’s voice, Harry stopped talking. Hannah realized her father did not want to discuss Lena with Molly home. She recalled a terrible fight her parents had had years ago. While she tried to do homework in her room, she heard them shouting. Since her mother rarely raised her voice to her father, Molly’s shouts stayed with her. When the door to the apartment slammed shut behind Harry, Hannah rushed out of her room. Before she had a chance to say anything, Molly yelled at her.

“I don’t know why your father didn’t marry that slut he was sleeping with in medical school? He should have married her and left me alone!”

Hardly a thought a mother should be sharing with her fourteen-year-old daughter, Hannah thought in retrospect. Could that be Lena? Had to be. Hannah was relieved Harry hadn’t answered her. Lena is not my business. That is between Molly and Harry.

While her mother busied herself in the kitchen, Hannah stayed in the living room with her father. She picked up a magazine from the coffee table, sat down in the easy chair opposite him and braced herself for their inevitable fight. She was unprepared when instead of flaring his nostrils as he usually did addressing her, her father smiled broadly and almost pleaded, “Hannah, come, come. Sit here next to me.”

Molly’s words reverberated in Hannah’s brain. “Your father never acted like that before!” Noting Harry’s poor physical condition, Hannah wondered, Does Dr. Stone think he’s dying and finally wants to make up for all our past battles?

Confused, and with some apprehension, Hannah obliged. As she sat down, Harry reached out and gently stroked her cheek. She flinched.

“Ja cię kocham, ja cię kocham,” Harry said as he put his arms around her.

Hannah was stunned. Not only did he hold her tighter than she thought he’d be able to from the looks of him, but Hannah could not remember the last time her father had held her. He kept repeating, “Ja cię kocham,” as he gently rocked her back and forth.

“Ja cię kocham też,” she said in Polish without even thinking. Hannah had not spoken a word of Polish in years. They had stopped speaking Polish long ago so Harry and Molly could practice their English. Father and daughter had stopped saying “I love you” to each other a long time ago, too.

The scene in the Stone apartment that afternoon was most unusual. While Molly was serenading herself with Polish songs as she cooked in the kitchen, Harry and Hannah were in the living room, not sniping at each other as they usually did, and now even speaking in Polish. But most surprising, they were talking about a subject that had always been taboo for Hannah.

When Harry asked, “What do you remember about our life in Poland?” Hannah took a deep breath and hesitated. She usually derailed any conversation on that subject. Unlike her parents, Hannah didn’t want to look back. She saw herself as the end product of her history and that was all she was willing to present to the world. Hannah Stone McCabe was someone she had willed into existence. As best as she could, she was determined to shield that self. She did not wish to deny her past, only to keep it out of view. Not many people knew that Hannah had not been born in the United States. And that’s how she preferred it.

Robert had only the sketchiest idea of how she had survived the war. He never pressed her for details. Occasionally during dinner at her parents’ house, when Harry brought up anything to do with the war, Robert listened with great interest and asked questions. Seeing her daughter grimace was always a signal for Molly to redirect the conversation. If she wasn’t successful and Harry kept on talking, invariably Hannah would start clearing the table or just leave the room.

Even in therapy, the war years went largely unexamined. “You have to stop burying your feelings about that experience. You were a happy child. You were sent away. You had to feel abandoned. Let the rage out. Be angry! Be sad!” No matter how hard Dr. Kahn tried to make her talk about Poland, Hannah resisted. She was willing to dissect and analyze problems at work, current relationships, but refused to deal with anything having to do with the war. Hannah kept those memories stored in her subconscious marked DO NOT DISTURB. As she saw it, the protective layer that had formed over those psychic wounds allowed her to heal slowly. Now only an invisible scab remained. Hannah didn’t want to risk disturbing the old wounds. Fearing they would reopen and never heal again.

While she couldn’t explain her father’s sudden burst of affection toward her, Hannah knew she didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize his new warmth. If Harry wanted to go down memory lane for a bit, she was willing to go along. Overriding her usual trepidations, she decided to answer his question.

“My memories are pretty spotty,” Hannah lied. “Not something I like to think about,” she added, truthfully. “I remember Grandma Sonia and Grandpa Jakob. I used to play in their store, behind the bookcases,” she said, and paused.

Hannah bit her lip and started to wring her hands. A weak smile appeared on her face as she pictured herself, not quite three years old, standing on the counter in her grandparents’ bookstore, reciting limericks her grandmother had taught her.

“Whenever a customer came in, Grandma Sonia put me up on the counter, and watched, proudly, as I performed,” she said.

Suddenly, in a childlike voice, Hannah started to recite her favorite limerick about pears, apples, and plums:


Wpadła gruszka do fartuszka,

a za gruszką dwa jabłuszka.

A śliweczka wpaść nie chciała,

bo śliweczka niedojrzała.



The image of her grandmother’s beaming face broadened Hannah’s smile. But soon the tears flowed, and she stopped talking. Seeing Hannah blot her cheeks with the back of her hand, Harry took out his handkerchief and gently wiped her tears. As she let her limp body lean against her father’s boney frame, he kissed the top of her head, and pressed for more:

“Do you remember . . . any of your playmates?”

Hannah shook her head.

“What else do you remember?” he prodded, patting her hand.

Although Hannah would have preferred changing the subject, the pleased look on her father’s face made her answer his question.

“I remember your father. He walked with a cane. It had a silver handle that was always polished. He was very tall, and had a long gray beard. He never smiled. He scared me.”

“I think he scared me, too,” Harry confided. “Not when I was grown up. But when I was a child,” he added, smiling. “Anything else?”

She searched her mind for happy images.

“Uncle Leo’s wedding. There was music and dancing.”

“That’s right!” His look of approval kept Hannah talking. She made herself revisit that celebration. A fleeting image of a little girl dancing flashed through her mind, and vanished.

“I think I got sick at the wedding,” she said.

“No. Not you. But . . . ” Harry stopped mid-sentence. For a few moments father and daughter sat in silence. Harry tenderly stroked Hannah’s hair.

“Do you remember how you got your Polish name?” he asked.

“Only half and half,” Hannah said cryptically. “I always assumed I was named after my big wooden doll, Zofia. I affectionately called her Zosia. When you got the false papers for me I became Zofia. But I never knew how you picked my last name, No-wa-kow-ska.” She enunciated the name syllable by syllable, giving each equal weight. Now Hannah let her mind wander back in time.
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The morning they sent her away, it was still dark outside when her mother put Hannah, half asleep, on the double bed in their master bedroom. The small lamp on the mahogany night table provided the only light. Hannah rubbed her eyes as her mother and Grandma Sonia began to dress her. Nearby, her father and Grandpa Jakob watched. The silky down quilt felt good against her bare bottom and she smiled. Everyone else in the room looked glum. Once she was dressed, Sonia removed the Star of David from around Hannah’s neck and replaced it with a shiny gold cross. “You will be safe now,” she said as she cupped the child’s face in both hands, and kissed the top of her head.

Sonia was wearing her sky-blue wool sweater with a gold zipper on the breast pocket. Whenever her grandmother picked her up wearing that sweater, Hannah would playfully open and close the zipper as Sonia hummed, pretending the zipper was making music. Their duet made them both laugh. In her grandmother’s arms that morning, Hannah tinkered with the zipper as usual, and Sonia hummed as usual. But this time there was no raucous laughter from Sonia. “I love you,” she whispered solemnly and squeezed the child so tight Hannah had trouble breathing.
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Hannah’s memories rebelled, refusing to be repressed. She spoke in a flat, halting voice.

“The morning I was sent away, everyone was watching me. Nobody smiled. You told me your friends, Ela and Janek Wyszyński, were going to take me on a trip to Kielce . . . to stay with a nice Polish family they knew. I never could remember the name of those people,” Hannah muttered under her breath. “You said they were going to care for me for a while. I was to be a good girl and do what I was told . . . .”

Through tear-filled eyes, Hannah looked around her parents’ familiar living room, seeing only color and blur. But she no longer needed Harry’s questions to keep her talking.

As her grandmother’s solemn face appeared before her, Hannah’s voice began to crack. “I didn’t understand Grandma . . . was saying goodbye. I remember how smooth her cheek was. During the war . . . when I was alone . . . and scared I used to rub my earlobe. It reminded me of her cheek. It made me feel safe.”

Sitting next to her father, her head resting on his shoulder as he gently wiped her tears with his now damp handkerchief, Hannah felt closer to him than ever before. Clearly, reliving the past brought them together in a way she could not have imagined an hour ago. What amazed her even more was that it felt natural for them to be talking about a time that had been off limits all these years, and Hannah no longer wanted to change the subject.

“Do you remember being in Kielce?” Harry asked.

“I cried a lot then, too. Expecting the perfect child you probably told them they were getting, they were unprepared to deal with me. I wouldn’t eat. I talked only to their dog. And I prayed to the Black Madonna. Remember? Mother gave me a framed picture of the Madonna, who would watch over me.”

Hannah let out a chuckle. “That’s how the patron saint of Poland became my personal protector. Every night I begged the Madonna to take me back home.”
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In Kielce, the room Hannah slept in was narrow and dark. Her bed was wedged between two mahogany bookcases. With the embossed navy wallpaper and burgundy Oriental rug that covered the dark floor the room was too grown-up for a child. The small window at the far end was so high she could not look out.

A weepy Hannah spent her days curled up on a chaise on the balcony off the living room talking to their collie, Sasha. She regaled her canine friend with stories about her family, particularly her grandmother. “When I go home, I will send you a big ball to chase,” she promised. “My grandmother has many toys in her store that you would like to play with.” Sasha proved to be her faithful companion.

[image: ]

“I don’t think I stayed with those people very long. I remember I finally stopped crying when Ela came to get me. I thought the Madonna had answered my prayers. I thought I was going home,” Hannah said.

“There was no home for you to go back to. By then I was living in Warsaw. So was Mother,” Harry said.

Hannah nodded. “Ela brought me to Warsaw. I remember we went to a hotel near the railroad station. Hotel Polonia, I think. Once she promised I was going to see Mother the next day I went to sleep happy. In the morning she told me I had slept through a bombing. I could hardly believe it.”

“That’s what saved your life and Ela’s that night,” Harry said. “She got you out of Kielce fast, before I could arrange for new false identity papers. The couple feared their maid was beginning to suspect they were harboring a Jewish child and might report them to the Gestapo. At the hotel, Ela told the policeman checking identity papers that you were very sick. Luckily he believed her. He assumed only a sick child would sleep through a bombing, and he forgot to ask for the papers you did not have. You were very, very lucky that night.” Harry squeezed Hannah’s hand.

With her head still resting comfortably on her father’s shoulder, Hannah and Harry sat quietly for a time, enjoying their new intimacy. Without any prodding from Harry, suddenly she started talking again.

“The next evening when Mama came to the hotel, she told me we weren’t going home, but we had to leave Warsaw. I didn’t care where we were going as long as I was going with her. I kept hugging her and kissing her hand.” Hannah paused and remembered how happy she was at that moment to be with her mother again, and how that feeling soon changed. “As we were about to leave, Mother gripped my shoulders firmly with both hands and in a stern voice said, ‘From now on you must call me Aunt Marta, never Mama!’ Seeing the shocked look on my face, Mother said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll explain later.’ As she closed the hotel door, she added, ‘No talking in the street!’”

Hannah blinked. “It took a long time before I felt it was safe to talk in the street. Even when we got to New York, seeing people chatting and laughing outside, I was still afraid to do the same. I don’t remember when that changed.”
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Ela bought the tickets inside the station before the three of them boarded the night train to Skawina. They found an empty compartment and settled in. Hannah took the window seat even though it was pitch dark outside. That night the moon was obscured by clouds and because of the wartime blackouts there were no lights anywhere.

“Best thing to do now is to get some sleep,” her mother told her as she folded a coat into a pillow.

Hannah was content. With her body touching her mother, she closed her eyes. When she felt her mother moving away, Hannah opened her eyes a little. She saw Ela asleep on the seat across from her, but standing at the door of their compartment was a German officer. Hannah squeezed her body further away from her mother and pretended to be asleep. She was scared.

“Guten Abend, Fraulein,” the officer said to the only person who appeared to be awake.

“Guten Abend,” she answered, smiling weakly.

Hannah held her breath. The mere sight of a German officer always meant danger. As he was about to enter the compartment, another soldier appeared. He saluted, whispered something and pointed to the next car. The officer clicked the heels of his shiny boots, and in German said, “We have a sleeper in the next car. Gute Nacht, Fraulein.”

Mother and daughter let out a nervous giggle in response to the averted disaster, which awoke Ela. After being told what had happened while she peacefully slept, Ela made the sign of the cross and thanked God for their good fortune. Hannah snuggled next to her mother and fell asleep.
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As Hannah recalled that trip to Skawina, the fear she felt that night washed over her.

“Once again you were lucky.” Harry pinched her cheek.

Hannah grinned, remembering her father doing the same thing when she was a toddler.
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The station was deserted when the train pulled into Skawina early in the morning. They walked to the safe house Ela had rented. No one noticed them. As they approached the uninhabited building along the railroad tracks, Hannah tightened her grip on her mother’s hand. She thought the house looked haunted. It was dark and cold inside. Once her mother started a fire in the cast iron stove the place seemed less menacing. But it was nothing like home.

“Are we going to be here for long?” Hannah asked, while Ela was out getting some supplies.

“We’ll stay until your father finds a safe place for you to live.”

Hannah was stunned. She cried out, “Don’t you want me anymore? Can’t I live with you?”

“Of course I would want you to live with me,” her mother assured Hannah, rocking her in her arms. “It hurts me that we can’t be together!” Sadly she could not alter their circumstances. She was now Marta Wilakowa, a single woman, working as a live-in housekeeper in Warsaw for a well-to-do family with two daughters, a few years older than her own. There was no room for a child in that arrangement.

Soothed by her mother’s touch, Hannah listened intently to her explanation of what had to be. Most important, for them to stay safe, no one could know that they were Jewish. Two months before she was to celebrate her fourth birthday, Hannah was forced to accept the fact that they had to become different people. Her mother had to pretend to be her aunt. The only good news was that both of them would be living in Warsaw. “So I can come see you on my day off,” her mother promised. Hannah vowed to be a big girl and keep the family secret.

Before she left, Ela made sure the house was stocked with flour, sugar, potatoes, a little butter, bread, some milk, and a few eggs. Mother and daughter made the most of their reunion. They played games and hugged a lot. Meanwhile Hannah was being prepared for her new life. She learned to say Christian prayers, when to kneel and how to cross herself in church and whenever she walked past one. An apt pupil, Hannah was soon flawlessly reciting her newly-learned prayers as she kneeled at the foot of the bed.

To conserve coal they only fired up the stove during the day. At night, mother and daughter huddled in bed, fully clothed, under the goose down quilt they’d brought with them. In the morning, next to her mother Hannah awakened smiling. Until she was reminded of what was coming.

“Don’t forget, once we leave here, you can never call me Mama. In Warsaw, when I leave you with Ela at the train station, please, please, please, no crying.”

Hannah could suppress her tears, but she couldn’t keep the tightness in her stomach from turning into cramps.

Toward the end of their stay they ran out of coal. A major crisis! They needed it to heat that drafty house in February, and to cook their food. As they watched from the windows, they saw trains loaded with coal speeding by, with chunks falling onto the tracks. When her mother announced she would risk going out under the cover of darkness to pick up some coal, Hannah pleaded to come along. “The two of us can carry more and do it faster!” she reasoned.

Each carrying a bucket, they walked unseen along the tracks. They had filled their buckets and were ready to go back when a watchman appeared out of nowhere. Hannah felt her mother’s hand over her mouth as she pushed her under a standing boxcar, and rolled herself next to her. Both of them held their breath waiting for the guard to pass. Hannah bit her lip so hard she drew blood.

After they’d lugged their bounty safely into the house, they celebrated their successful quest, eating a special omelet made from the two eggs they had left. On their last night in Skawina, Hannah tried to stay awake as long as she could, cherishing the closeness with her mother.

The next morning when Ela arrived with identity papers for Hannah, she was reborn as Zofia Nowakowska. At the train station in Warsaw, Hannah, now officially Zosia, watched her mother disappear into the crowd. She did not cry.

Later that day when Ela brought her to live with Aunt Emma, it was Zofia Nowakowska, not Hannah Stein, who curtsied as she was introduced to her new caretaker.

“I’m glad you are a proper Polish girl,” were Emma’s welcoming words. No hugs followed. Whenever she missed her mother, she thought about their time in Skawina playing silly games under the quilt. In Aunt Emma’s apartment she often got under the covers and pretended her mother was there with her. If Emma admonished her for being too raucous, she played in silence. But she never felt like a child again.
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“You had to grow up so fast,” Harry said, almost to himself.

Hannah shrugged. “It’s not like I had much choice! I think we stayed in Skawina for two weeks. We never ventured out in the daylight. Ela had warned mother that it would be too dangerous.”

“Amazing, you remember so much! Not many people remember things as well as you do from such an early age,” Harry said.

“Thank God they don’t have to,” Hannah said, alluding to the punch line of a famous Jewish joke. She wanted to lighten the mood, to return to the present.

But as she looked around the well-appointed living room, a picture in a silver frame on the Steinway baby grand took her back to another time. The strange lighting in the photograph made the little girl with round cheeks and huge saucer-size eyes, dressed in silk pajamas, look unreal.

“That day you took me to the photographer’s studio to have this picture taken . . .”

“My God, you remember that? You weren’t even two years old!” Harry shook his head.

“After the photographer finished shooting, you told me this was to be our secret. Not to tell anyone.”

“It was to be a surprise for your mother,” Harry explained.

“I didn’t tell anyone. I liked that we had a secret, just the two of us.” Hannah thought about how close she had felt to her father. She searched her memory, trying to pinpoint when things between them changed.

That evening, instead of eating in the kitchen as they usually did, Molly set the table in the dining room. It felt like a special occasion even though she did not use her “good dishes”—the white porcelain china with cobalt blue and gold trim that now stood in for the treasured Rosenthal set that had been a wedding present from Molly’s parents. Actually, Hannah thought the made-in-Japan American version was a poor substitute, but she was glad her mother hadn’t opted for a set of the real thing. Buying anything German was verboten as far as she was concerned. Besides, recreating the past was not part of Hannah’s agenda. She preferred the white Russel Wright Iroquois china she picked out the day she signed a lease on her first apartment.

Whenever she recalled her exchange with the salesclerk at Bloomingdale’s, Hannah chuckled to herself.

“So when’s the wedding day?” the woman asked once Hannah had made her choice.

“There’s no wedding date! I don’t need a husband to have dishes I like to eat on,” Hannah shot back defiantly.

Not sure how to respond at first, the woman finally said: “Good for you!”

Hannah took a bow. She was tempted to confess she’d already treated herself to a set of George Jensen flatware but decided not to.

At dinner everyone was on good behavior. Hannah wondered how long it could last. They started talking politics. Harry confessed that in spite of himself, after reading the excerpt of Final Days in the recent issue of Newsweek, he really felt sorry for Richard Nixon.

“He’s a broken man,” Harry said. “He made a mistake. He made a big mistake.”

“I felt sorry for Nixon when he rambled on about his mother in his farewell speech to his White House staff,” Hannah said. “But I’m not ready to forgive and forget. The Watergate break-in was bad enough, and then the cover-up, and the slush fund and the enemies list? Because of him, and Watergate, people now don’t trust the government.”

“I’m sure he would give anything for a chance to do the last five years over. He wouldn’t make the same mistake this time,” Harry said.

“On big things you don’t get a second chance! You think he deserves one?” Bracing for a fight, Hannah challenged her father with a wide-eyed stare.

“Everybody deserves a second chance,” Harry whispered, more hopeful than sure. “He’s a broken man. He lost everything. You have to feel sorry for that.”

“He did it to himself.”

“I know.”

No sparks flew. Maybe we’re finally old enough to give up our private war, Hannah thought to herself. While father and daughter agreed to disagree without a fight, Molly remained on the sidelines, happy she didn’t have to referee.

When the conversation eventually got around to Harry’s failing health, Dr. Stone tried to minimize the seriousness of his situation.

“The pills just aren’t working. I probably need new medication, that’s all,” he said without conviction. “Hannah, you’ll have to find a doctor for me. The doctors I know have either closed their practice or moved to warmer climates. Maybe one of those young geniuses you’ve been trying to get me to see knows of a new wonder drug that will do the trick,” he said, and started whistling. Harry often whistled when he was nervous.
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