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PRAISE FOR KLARA’S TRUTH


“In Klara’s Truth, themes of identity—personal, cultural, religious, and familial—are interwoven with echoes of intergenerational trauma. Klara finds her past . . . and herself. Thoroughly enjoyable from beginning to end!”


—STEPHANIE NEWMAN, PHD, clinical psychologist, author of Barbarians at the PTA and Madmen on the Couch, and coeditor of Money Talks


“In this page-turning novel, Susan Weissbach Friedman integrates her experience as a trauma therapist with her gifts as a storyteller to share a beautiful story of healing and transformation. Klara’s personal journey is embedded seamlessly into a background that captures the traumatic impact of the Holocaust on Polish Jewish families. Friedman guides the reader back and forth from the depths of Klara’s wounded heart to the history of Poland beyond World War II, instilling hope in the reader that both the individual and the nation are capable of moving beyond a past of devastation toward a more optimistic future.”


—SHARI A. BECKER, PHD, licensed clinical psychologist, yoga and meditation teacher, and Somatic Experiencing Practitioner


“Susan Weissbach Friedman has written a compelling story of family and heritage and self-discovery, of family ties and friendship and second chances, and has added a side of possible romance. She also gives us another perspective on how the sharp fingernails of war reach through generations and prick the skin decades after the guns stop firing. A great read!”


—ELLEN BARKER, author of East of Troost and Still Needs Work


“In Susan Weissbach Friedman’s empathetic and appealingly written debut novel, protagonist Klara’s unresolved trauma and fragmented memories from her past drive her to cautiously revisit them in hopes of finding the resolution and authentic connection that have eluded her into adulthood. Friedman writes with both clarity about and insight into how trauma impacts a life, and the importance of connection with the self and others in the healing process, as she captures this complex journey amidst a compelling historical and cultural setting.”


—MARY CULLEY, LCSW, EMDR certified therapist and somatic experiencing practitioner


“As someone whose mother was a Holocaust survivor, I was eager to read Klara’s Truth to see if it was also my truth. It took only a few pages to see it does ring true. I think only a psychotherapist like Friedman could write a novel that so richly captures the intra- and interpersonal dynamics of families still seeking to heal from the Holocaust. Yet this is not a heavy read by any means—I gobbled it up in a few sittings, quickly drawn in by the beautiful love story.”


—JUDE BERMAN, author of The Die


“Klara’s Truth is a beautiful story of discovery about a grown woman who is finally told the real circumstances of her father’s death. This revelation sends her on a journey to meet the family she never knew and discover even more previously unknown truths about her family’s history.”


—T. M. DUNN, author of Last Stop on the 6 and Her Father’s Daughter
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In 2013, I had the pleasure of traveling to Warsaw and Krakow, Poland, where there are many wonderful sites, great food, and culture to experience. While there is accuracy regarding buildings and locations in this story, such as the Jewish museums and synagogues referred to here, the story of Klara’s Truth has been created by this author. For example, Poland has never given reparations to Holocaust survivors and their families—or to non-Jewish property owners from Poland—whose land was taken by the Nazi Germans and their collaborators during the Holocaust and World War II, and subsequently nationalized during the Communist regime. I also made up clandestine operations I refer to funded by an American during the Holocaust and WWII.









To Alan, Olivia, and BellaWith all my love









“The ultimate key to freedom is to keep becoming who you truly are.”


—DR. EDITH EGER, THE GIFT
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May 6, 2014, Bangor, Maine


It was the first springlike day Klara could remember in what felt like forever, a whopping sixty-two degrees. Feeling the warm sun on her arms and noticing that several purple-and-yellow crocuses had just sprouted by her front porch in the last twenty-four hours momentarily brightened her mood. She was walking home for some lunch after teaching two classes that morning when she grabbed her mail from the postbox next to the street curb. In quickly leafing through her letters, mostly junk mail, Klara spied a large red, white, and blue FedEx envelope with her mother’s name and return address.


She picked up her pace, quickly unlocking the antique oak front door to her small white Colonial and throwing down her jean jacket along with the rest of the mail. Tearing open the cardboard envelope, she found a letter from her mother and a more official one from the Polish government. She read her mother’s letter first.




Dear Klara,


I have surprising news to tell you, and what good news it is! We are inheriting money in your father’s name. The Polish government has finally gotten around to reimbursing Polish Holocaust survivors and their families—as well as non-Jewish property owners from Poland and their families—for property the German Nazis and their collaborators stole during the Holocaust and WWII that was subsequently nationalized by the Communist regime all those years ago.


I know it will be a shock, but I must tell you that your father is dead. When I first found out many years ago, you were so young, and I didn’t want to upset you. After that, it just seemed easier not to talk about it.


The truth is, we were fighting all the time, and he decided to leave after he lost his job due to his drinking. He refused to understand that your grandfather was as important to me as he was, and I couldn’t just move out, just the three of us, leaving your grandfather alone to fend for himself. What kind of daughter would that make me? He took a train to Philadelphia from New York City to look for work. There was a job a friend had told him about, and, well, the train was in an accident. He was among five passengers who were immediately killed. You were so young, only six years old.


His sister, Rachel, still lived in Warsaw at the time. When I told her about the accident, she somehow had your father’s body flown to Warsaw, where he was buried. I know I should have told you sooner. I’m forced to bring it up now as there’s a lot of money at hand, $250,000. We could handle it by mail, but I’m worried that your father’s sister, if she’s still alive, or her family might try to finagle all the money for themselves, so I think it’s best if you travel to Poland.


Call me right away!


—Mom





The letter from Poland’s government outlined the details of the restitution—and her mother must show proof that she and Klara’s father were married at the time of his death. Otherwise, the money would go to any living children her father might have.


After reading and rereading the letters, Klara paced around her living room, shaking her head.


Unbelievable. All these years, she’s denied she knew what had ultimately happened to him, only allowing that he walked out and left us, never turning back. Now that there’s money involved, she reveals the truth. That’s just so like her. And why didn’t she call me first to discuss this before sending the letters? Again, it’s just so like her.


After running around her home like someone who had lost her way, ignoring her mother’s multiple phone messages, Klara finally called Sheila, her closest friend at Holbrook College. In the seven years since Klara had first come to teach there, Sheila was the one person who knew her story, or at least much of it.


By then it was dinnertime, and although she knew Sheila was likely in the middle of her evening family routine, Klara had to speak to her.


“Hi, Klara,” Sheila said cheerfully from the other end of the phone line, but with an underlying frenzied tone. “The kids are finishing their homework, Jack has the study door closed, and it’s my night to make dinner.” She paused for a moment, and then yelled, “Tommy, don’t take your brother’s pencil away from him! He’s using it.” Klara heard muffled conversation, and then Sheila was back. “Sorry about that. What’s up?”


“I don’t mean to bother you.” Klara’s voice dropped. “It’s about my mother. I mean, it’s about my father. He’s dead,” she said, bursting into tears.


Following a moment’s silence, Sheila exclaimed, “Oh, my god, your father’s dead . . . but I thought you never found out what happened to him?” she said, trying to follow what Klara had just told her. “How did you find out? Are you okay? You don’t sound okay . . . I’m so sorry.”


“My mother told me in a letter, and now she wants me to call her. Can I come over to your house? Please?”


Sheila immediately replied, “Yes,” and a half hour later at dusk, Klara arrived at her friend’s picket-fenced home. Once inside, she followed Sheila around several piles of student papers and waved from the other room to Jack as he served their four- and six-year-old kids dinner, mouthing, “Thank you” to him. The women made their way into the over-furnished study for privacy, Sheila first grabbing a bottle of pinot grigio from the fridge. Klara told her more about the letters—her mother’s letter, and the one from the Polish government—as Sheila poured two glasses of wine.


“Here, see for yourself,” Klara said, passing them to her friend.


Sheila scanned the letters, looking up at her. “What are you going to do?”


“I have to go,” Klara insisted. “I have to go, not because she wants me to, which she does, but because I have to try to find any family my father may still have. Maybe his sister’s still alive and living there. From her letter, my mother seems to believe she might still be, or might have children who are,” Klara said, her words bursting out of her mouth, like fireworks. “Also, I need to visit my father’s grave. I want to pay my final respects and have closure. I have to go.”


Sheila’s husband knocked on the door, popping his head in. “Should I start their baths?” he asked. Seeing the two women were in deep conversation, he knew the answer was yes before Sheila had a chance to respond. He nodded his head and smiled, closing the door behind him, before Sheila could finish saying, “I’ll pay you back.”


“You know,” Sheila said, crossing her legs and leaning forward, “if you’re really serious about going, the timing couldn’t be better. The semester’s ending in two weeks, and from what you’ve told me, you don’t have any big summer plans that can’t wait.”


“You don’t think I’m crazy for wanting to jump on a plane? Just tell me I’m not crazy,” Klara said, sighing and shaking her head.


“You’re not crazy,” Sheila replied. “You should go. You have one more week of classes, and then you just have to finish marking your papers and grading your exams. You can do this. I’ll drive you to Portland to catch the airline transport van to Boston.” She grabbed Klara by the shoulders. “I’m really happy for you. As hard as this is, you’re finally getting answers.” Klara smiled, exhaling deeply.
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Two weeks passed at tornado speed. The last thing Klara took from her dresser drawer was a small, white cardboard box previously hidden under some winter sweaters. Inside the box sat a gold oval locket with an engraved floral design, tucked underneath a cotton pad. The last time she’d laid eyes on the locket was when she first arrived at Holbrook College and was unpacking. She held it up to the sunlight while gingerly opening it. Two old, miniature black-and-white photos stared back at her, one of her father’s parents, the other of her father and his sister as young teenagers. Klara could feel them beckoning to her from the dim past.


Sheila kept her word, kindly driving Klara the two hours from Bangor to Portland in her family’s Ford SUV two weeks later. It was cluttered with reusable grocery bags, children’s school projects, and half-eaten granola bars, but Klara took in none of it, given her laser focus on her upcoming trip ahead.


“Keep me posted,” Sheila said. “I want to hear all about it, and not just when you get back. Email me as soon as you get there. Good luck!” she added as she reached out to hug her friend goodbye. Klara smiled and hugged her back.


“Thank you for everything,” Klara said before waving farewell.


And then she was in the Logan Airport–bound van with six other passengers for the next two-plus hours. Using her faded jean jacket as a makeshift pillow, Klara fell into a half-sleep state, in and out of consciousness, recollecting how she had ended up at Holbrook seven years earlier. A few years before arriving there, she had been working at Harvard University, where she first began as a college student, then moved on to graduate school for seven long years. She’d finally landed her dream job as an anthropology professor with a specialty in archaeology. However, after happily living in Cambridge’s busy college town for twenty-five years, something within her was starting to give out. She was forty-two years old, juggling a full schedule of classes and research, and barely able to get out of bed in the morning. Her engine was running on fumes. Although she had two close grad school friends, Barbara and Diane, who were now her colleagues, they had their own relationships and families. Klara still had no significant other to speak of, so her ties to the area didn’t feel very deep-rooted.


Then, one particularly gray morning, her mother called with sad news. She got right down to business, announcing that Klara’s grandfather had died and ordering Klara to return home immediately. “We’re burying him tomorrow,” she declared.


Of course, Klara knew she’d need to go right away, as Jewish tradition required the dead to be buried as soon as possible. And then her mother added, “And don’t forget to bring a black dress,” as though she were a child. Klara drove five hours in her vintage VW Beetle to Queens, New York, for the funeral the next day, sitting shiva with her mother for the remainder of the week. Seeing her mother, shut down and emotionally detached as usual, in that dark, staid, pre-war apartment she’d grown up in, drained every last bit of energy Klara had left. Klara’s mother and grandfather, Sigmund—or “Siggy,” as he was better known—had shared a claustrophobic, symbiotic relationship that her mother expected Klara to duplicate with her.


Luckily, a colleague had just mentioned an anthropology PhD position at a small northeastern liberal arts college in Southern Maine. The school was over seven hours from Queens, another two and a half hours farther from where her mother lived. Between Klara’s mental exhaustion and her need to slow down the pace of her life, she jumped at the opportunity—a chance to have more time to herself, with the added benefit of putting more distance between her and her mother. Holbrook College was interested in her archaeology background, and she was not deterred by the fact that the department was small, offering only a minor in anthropology, with a smattering of archaeology classes. And she wouldn’t have to regularly publish!


“How could you go from an urban, high-caliber research university to a small liberal arts college three hours away, even a strong one?” her good friend and colleague Barbara asked. “You’ve always been so ambitious in the past.”


“It’s going to be so lonely for you,” their other friend and coworker Diane chimed in. “We’re going to miss you. You’d better keep in touch. I know you, Klara; you have to promise to come down to Boston for the weekend once a month or so.”


“I’m going to call and check on you. I’ll come up there myself to get you if I need to,” Barbara said in her typical maternal manner.


It was true. Klara had always been so ambitious—first spending hours studying the archaeology and history of Mesoamerica, then participating in Central American digs, even leading some expeditions, and of course, there was the constant pressure to publish her research. She was ready to slow down and have less pressure, having already done the publishing thing. And yes, although she had a great academic position, she had barely anything else to show for herself and was far too tired and worn out for someone in her early forties.


When she first arrived at Holbrook, she did make regular monthly trips to Boston for long weekends to see her friends, but then they became less frequent. These days, her friends had gotten busy with kids and other family members. Although Barbara and Diane would periodically call and email, Klara wasn’t very good about being in touch. She was lucky enough to have met her Holbrook colleague Sheila in her department. Sheila’s life was quite hectic between work and family, but the two had lunch a few days a week. They mostly talked shop, discussing their course syllabi and areas of expertise. Sheila occasionally invited her over for family dinners.


“Come on, Klara, you can’t spend another Friday and Saturday night by yourself,” Sheila would say.


“How do you know I’m spending it by myself?” Klara would tease.


“Really?” Sheila would reply. “Really?”


Klara wouldn’t say anything at first. Usually she was by herself, but she did have some company here and there, although it was more often than not quite short-lived. Despite knowing Sheila would love to hear any juicy details, she kept those to herself.


“No,” Klara would typically say, “it’s just me.” And sometimes she’d take Sheila up on the invitation and enjoy a lovely, albeit noisy, family dinner with her good friend and her friend’s family. Other weekends when she didn’t have something of her own going on, which was usually the case, she’d self-isolate for the weekend with her archaeological and historical Mayan texts.


As Klara pondered her mother’s letter, she thought about how this wasn’t the first time in recent history her mother had contacted her with consequential news that had resulted in Klara heading off to another country. This had happened just a year earlier when her mother announced she was getting remarried to a relative of an old family “friend,” at which time Klara responded by barreling off to co-lead a dig with a former colleague/boyfriend in the Yucatán Peninsula. So, truth be told, she wasn’t completely unprepared for more shocking news. But learning that her father was dead and buried in Warsaw, Poland, was beyond anything she could have anticipated.


When Klara finally opened her heavy eyelids, the airport van was somewhere along I-93 south. Knowing it wouldn’t be too much longer before they arrived at Logan, she was trying to reorient herself. She was now paying the price of exhaustion from sleep deprivation, as she had packed too much into too little time. Klara felt jolted when she suddenly remembered where she was going and why, and a wave of anger flashed over her as her fists tightened. She was ready to finally get some honest answers.













CHAPTER 2





[image: ]


Klara’s early life was a blur. She was sure she would have remembered it better had her mother and grandfather allowed her to ask questions about her missing father and regaled her with stories about him when she was little. Instead, there seemed to be an unspoken rule forbidding such discussion. “Why are you always asking about when you were little and before your father left?” her mother would whine. “You’re a big girl now, and you, me, and Grandpa are a family.” Even at the still-tender age of eight, Klara knew it was a non-answer, but after many such pressing questions eliciting limited and dead-end responses, she finally learned to no longer ask.


As Klara stopped questioning where her father was and why they never heard from him, she also began to forget the wonderful times the two had spent together, such as how her father played with her every day after he first came home from work, taking her to the playground at the park down the street. After he walked in the door, he’d greet her and her mother, taking off his hat, tie, and work jacket. When he rolled up his shirtsleeves, she knew it was time for them to go out. They’d walk together to the corner park, hand in hand, met by green grass, trees, birds, bees, and butterflies, each talking about their day. She’d run around while he sat on the grass, supported by a big old oak tree. When she was ready to go on the swing, he pushed her as she yelled, “Higher, higher!” As she got a little older, around five or so, she learned to raise her legs at the top of each swing, increasing her overall height, and then folding them under her thighs. She loved how it felt to pump her legs as she tried to reach the sun with the tips of her toes, pointing them up to the sky. Her father would cheer her on, yelling, “That’s my girl!” while they giggled together.


After her father had gone, she’d ask her mother to take her to the playground. At first, she did when Klara pushed hard enough, but there was never any joy in it. Instead, her mother seemed to do it out of obligation.


“Please, I haven’t been to the park in over a week,” she’d beg.


With pursed lips, after finishing a host of chores, her mother would finally acquiesce, but her face always looked bitter, as if she had just bitten into a lemon. After another year or two passed, once Klara was no longer “little,” her mother would reply, “You’re too grown-up for that now, Klara. Anyway, I need your help in the kitchen.” Then she returned to chopping the vegetables or cleaning the kitchen counters.


“What about Grandpa? Can he take me?” she’d ask.


“Your grandfather has much more important things to do than to take you to the park, Klara,” her mother would reply.


Klara knew her mother was responsible for keeping the house clean and the family fed, but wasn’t Klara important too? Important enough for either her mother or grandfather to spend time with? Instead, she turned to her books, art supplies, and Steiff stuffed animals imported from Germany. She’d gotten one as a birthday present and one as a Hanukkah present every year until she was ten. Although her mother and grandfather were German Jewish, and Hitler had tried to exterminate all the Jews only twenty years earlier, they still felt great German pride. Klara’s few gifts consisted of a Steiff stuffed animal, usually a small teddy bear or dog, or occasionally an untouchable Madame Alexander doll to view as it collected dust on her shelf, but not to play with. Klara preferred her Steiffs to the dolls.


Although she had some school friends, her mother insisted she come home every day immediately after school, so there were no playdates, and weekends were for “family time.”


By age ten, Klara was a small adult. Her fourth-grade teacher commented to her more than once, “Klara, you look so serious. There must be a smile in there somewhere.”


Klara hated having attention called to her—being noticed was the worst. She and her best friend, Charlotte, played hopscotch together at recess every day, but by the time middle school rolled around, Charlotte had moved away, and the other girls regularly had sleepovers with one another on the weekends.


“Sleepovers?” her mother would repeat, when she’d bring up the subject. “No, that’s not something I approve of. You can’t sleep over at someone else’s house, and they can’t sleep here. I don’t know who these girls or their families are. I’m not going to let you have a sleepover with them.”


Klara would try to explain, “Well if you let me invite them over after school, then you could get to know them,” but that fell on deaf ears. It was strange because her mother was second-generation American—born and raised here. One would think she’d be more acculturated and understand things like sleepovers, but she was standoffish and possessive of her daughter.


Their one regular visitor was Jacob Herschler, Klara’s grandfather’s boss and longtime good friend, whom Klara rather disliked. He came over for dinner most Sunday evenings, and as she got bigger and older, he’d ask to stay over.


“I’m just so tired,” he’d announce while stretching his arms. “I’m not sure I can make it back to Manhattan tonight.” Klara’s mother practically tripped over herself making up the extra bed in the guest room for him. “Anything for you, Jacob.” She’d smile so hard it seemed her face might crack.


Saturdays were reserved for mother and daughter to visit the Metropolitan Art Museum, where her mother focused on the European painters and sculptors from Classical to Renaissance to Neoclassical to Impressionist—her mother’s interest stopped there. While Klara appreciated the artwork, she was more drawn to archaeological finds from earlier cultures, loving when she got to walk through the Egyptian, Greek, and Roman exhibits. Later, as an older teenager, when she took the bus there by herself, she’d spend hours exploring Ancient Near Eastern art, along with the art of Africa, the Americas, and Oceania.


She was so interested in drawing and knowledgeable about art history that her eighth-grade art teacher encouraged her to apply to Music and Art High School, offering to help her put together her portfolio. She recalled telling her mother, “Mr. Rand thinks I should apply to Music and Art. He thinks I have enough talent to get in.”


Her mother had replied, “Art is a hobby, Klara. It’s important to be well-versed in, but it’s not something that will prepare you for a real career, like math, science, or English.” And that was the end of that.


Although it was no longer the fashion to skip a grade or two if you excelled in school, Klara knew she needed to separate her life from her mother and grandfather as soon as possible. From the time she started high school, she planned to finish in three years, and she did. While her mother only wanted—no, only allowed—her to apply to New York City–based schools, Klara knew she needed to go elsewhere if she were ever to be free and independent.


“Why look elsewhere when there are so many good colleges and universities right here in the city?” her mother asked.


In private conversations with her guidance counselor, Mrs. Carter, Klara expressed her desire to go to another city, maybe Boston. Mrs. Carter encouraged Klara to look at Boston University, Tufts, and Harvard.


“You have the grades to get in, and the SAT scores too,” she said.


Klara asked, “What about financial aid? I’m going to need it.”


“I’ll help you fill out the form, and you’ll just have to see.” Mrs. Carter crossed her fingers and held them up in the air. Klara repeated the gesture.


That April, she got a thick envelope from Harvard University.


“What is this?” her mother asked, waving a white-and-maroon envelope as Klara walked in from school one afternoon. “When did you apply to Harvard? We said you’d go to school here in New York and live at home.”


Klara took the envelope from her mother’s hand and ran into her bedroom, shutting the door behind her. Her heart raced as she locked it with the hook lock she’d recently installed.


Ripping open the envelope, she read:




Dear Miss Lieberman—


Congratulations! I am delighted that the Committee on Admissions has admitted you to the Class of 1987.


I hope you decide to join us at Harvard.





As she scanned the letter to the final paragraph, she read:




As we were extremely impressed by your qualifications and understand your financial need, we are able to offer you a partial scholarship and additional financial aid, including a part-time job on campus.





Klara screamed into her pillow. This was her golden ticket. No one could stop her now, not even her relentless mother.


Knock. Knock. Knock. Bang. Bang. Bang. “Open this door right now, young lady! I insist!” Eventually she did, but her mother no longer wielded the same power over her that she’d had just a few moments ago. A few months later, against her mother’s and grandfather’s wishes, Klara waited at Penn Station with two large khaki-green duffel bags, ready to board an Amtrak train bound for Boston’s South Station, followed by a quick MBTA Red Line subway ride to Cambridge.


Klara’s new life was beginning. Making her way to Harvard Yard, where all the freshman dorms were, she could feel her breath become lighter. Despite the heavy duffel bags, her shoulders softened. Twirling around in the campus quad, she pinched herself to make sure it was real, not just a dream. She’d certainly had dreams like this before, only to awaken to the four walls of her childhood bedroom.


“You must be our other roommate,” a red-haired girl said. “I’m Lisa.”


“Hi, I’m Klara.”


Looking at the Klara’s two duffel bags, Lisa asked, “Is that all you have?”


“Yes,” Klara said, looking down.


“Well, that’s good, because I have enough stuff for the both of us.” Both girls smiled.


The next four years flew by. Klara was busy with classes, schoolwork, professors, and research. The need to maintain a 3.5 average to keep her scholarship, on top of her part-time job, left little time for socializing, but she was used to solitude.


After taking an Introduction to Anthropology class her freshman year, Klara was hooked, particularly when it came to archaeology. By the end of that course, she was ready to declare her major. She loved learning about ancient cultures and the fact that the study of archaeology provided the opportunity to see physical proof of those cultures. In her more advanced classes, when she had the opportunity to touch and feel artifacts, something inside her awoke that she never realized was there: a desire to know more.


The summer between her junior and senior years, Klara volunteered with a handful of other students—undergrad and graduate, along with two professors—to help excavate a site in Central America. Her friends Barbara and Diane were with her, and the three of them bonded over shaking screened trays of dirt and gravel in the hot Guatemalan sun, searching for shards of vases, bowls, and plates. Holding a ceramic shard from seven hundred years earlier, Klara felt connected to generations upon generations that had come before her. Every being mattered, because everything was connected, she thought. This meant she was no longer alone in the world, at least intellectually. Emotional connection would take much longer for her.


Klara returned home to her mother and grandfather’s apartment as infrequently as possible.


Her mother would constantly ask, “When are you coming home, Klara? We never get to see you anymore.”


“I’m busy with school and my job,” she would answer.


“What about your grandfather and me? Did you forget about us?”


But her mother never came to visit her in Cambridge. Klara thought, If she really cared, she’d come see me here. But her mother never did. The truth is, it’s all about her and her needs, Klara realized. This was one more piece of evidence.


After graduation she stayed in Cambridge, getting an apartment with Barbara and Diane. All three had started a PhD program at Harvard’s Department of Anthropology, which offered doctorates in archaeology and social anthropology. She dated here and there, but nothing lasted very long, whereas her friends had long-term relationships—one had a serious boyfriend, the other a serious girlfriend. It bothered her that she didn’t, but not enough to really question why she’d never had a relationship.


Time went on, and after seven years and a few major digs in Mexico, Klara graduated with a doctorate in archaeology. In addition to earning a master’s degree and taking further courses toward her PhD, she had to complete a dissertation that included thirty months of field research. Neither her mother nor her grandfather came to Klara’s college or graduate school graduations.


“It’s just too long a trip for your grandfather,” her mother explained each time, “and I can’t leave him home alone.”


Of course not, Klara thought. To say she was disappointed was an understatement. She was more than a little disheartened but not at all surprised. Her good friend Barbara invited her along to dinner with her family both times, and while they were all quite gracious, Klara’s heart sank deeper each graduation. Nevertheless, she graduated with honors. Her friends expressed their pride and happiness, but it wasn’t the same as having her family do so. Their kudos came in the form of a Hallmark graduation card, with the printed words Happy Graduation and her mother’s and grandfather’s signatures.


Dr. Klara Lieberman began her career as a junior faculty member of Harvard University’s Department of Anthropology’s graduate program in archaeology in August of 1994 at the age of twenty-nine and a half. She was sure the next chapter of her professional and personal life was just around the corner, but she didn’t realize just how emotionally unequipped she was.


The next thirteen years passed quickly, with Klara teaching, assisting, co-leading, and eventually heading up multiple major archaeological digs related to ancient Mayan civilization. Traveling to various parts of Central America and Mexico for digs was the exciting part, followed by months of meticulously researching unearthed shards in a prominent high-tech lab. Although she had certainly learned how to crank out the research papers, all of this took time. After assisting at the university’s graduate program for a year after graduation, Klara rose through the academic ranks, first becoming an assistant professor, then an associate professor, and finally, after many research publications and academic accolades, attaining the coveted position of full professor.


The truth was, she judged Barbara and Diane for not pushing themselves harder. By their mid-thirties, they’d decided they wanted to settle down and have children. Klara was like a machine. She didn’t believe she needed any of that, which was why she was more shocked than anyone when she began sleeping in and missing classes.


“Barbara,” she said on more than one occasion, “can you please fill in for me? I don’t know what’s wrong. I must be coming down with a virus or something.” The next time, she asked Diane.


Finally, her friends confronted her. “What’s going on with you? You haven’t been feeling well for a few months now. We’re worried about you. We’ll go with you to see the doctor; just make an appointment.”


Klara always yessed them but ignored their concerns.


However, upon returning to Cambridge after her grandfather’s funeral and shiva, she was so run-down that she could no longer keep up with her job’s busy pace. All she wanted was to rest. The doctors she finally saw said she was fine other than needing to exercise, relax more, and take Vitamin D. They did mention something about depression, offered to start her on an SSRI antidepressant, and suggested she consider talking to a therapist.


It was around this time that Klara heard about the professorship at a small liberal arts college a few hours away in the Maine countryside, with fewer responsibilities. Klara was convinced the solution was to leave her high-pressure job, and all would be fine. The fact that it was two and a half hours farther from Queens, where her mother lived, only made the position more desirable.


Now, after seven years of coasting as a professor with some teaching responsibilities but few expectations of leading digs or publishing, Klara was forty-nine years old. How did that happen? she wondered. The most adventurous thing she had done since coming to Holbrook College was co-lead a dig in the Yucatán with a former colleague, Arthur, the year before. She was right to be suspicious of his motives. She knew from a brief romantic relationship with him in the past that he was untrustworthy, but she felt compelled to go.


While in Mexico, she formed a close relationship with a female Mayan shaman, Rosario, whose husband she worked with. Through that unexpected friendship, Klara became close to a group of other Mayan village women as well.


It was Rosario who made her question her obsession with other peoples’ cultures and history, particularly when she seemed so uninterested in her own. Klara considered staying and perhaps teaching at a local university nearby. In the end, she realized that staying might be just another escape, and she returned to her life teaching college in Maine, giving her more time to reflect on her next move. Or maybe it was just easier.


While often regretting her decision to return to Holbrook College and the United States in general, she knew her mother’s letter, along with the one from the Polish government, was just the inspiration and direction she needed.


My father is buried in Warsaw. After all these years, I’ll finally get the answers I’ve been waiting for, Klara thought. She couldn’t pack quickly enough.













CHAPTER 3
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It was two o’clock in the afternoon when Klara arrived at Warsaw’s Chopin Airport. As she looked around at the people milling about, rushing to their gates, and checking their cell phones, Klara felt like she could have been in any Western city in 2014, particularly given their modern dress and the newness of the airport. She had to admit the fast-paced feel here surprised her, at least in this wide-open anonymous airport. However, as she heard Polish spoken all around her, she remembered where she was. She chastised herself for being ethnocentric and out of touch, half expecting it to be a cold, gray Eastern European winter day, although it was June with hot summer weather, just like in New England.


Once she got her bearings and retrieved her luggage, she hopped on a city bus to her hotel, after inquiring of an airline worker. Once situated, Klara showed the hotel address to a young woman seated next to her, asking in English while pointing to the address, if she might tell her when she reached her stop, Nowy Street, to which the other woman nodded. Peering out the window, she noticed low-rise gray block buildings interspersed with more updated, colorful ones and some high-rises in the distance. The outmoded gray buildings looked drab and industrial, straight out of the Communist era, while the brighter ones had clearly been built sometime during the past twenty years or so. While peering out the window, she played with the gold locket her father had given her so many years before—the one she only just began wearing after receiving the recent letters. She was rubbing it for strength and good luck when the other woman tapped her shoulder, saying, “Nowy Swiat.”


“Thank you,” Klara said. Klara had read that it was along the Royal Way, part of the ancient processional route near Old Town and Lazienki Park. She disembarked at a tree-lined corner, her backpack over one shoulder and a small suitcase in tow. After walking a few blocks with the aid of a map, the help of a few kind people, and lots of hand gestures, Klara finally arrived at Novotel Warszawa Hotel, a small efficiency she had found in her guidebook.


At least it’s within my budget.


Walking in, Klara spotted a tall, lanky young man at the front desk who wore a name tag that read Szymon. He chatted with her in reasonably good English while checking her in. “Are you here on business or pleasure?” he asked, smiling.


Confused by the question, as she wasn’t sure whether finding her long-lost family qualified as “pleasure,” Klara said, “Business, I think.” She noticed him staring back at her as he tilted his head. Jet-lagged and more than a bit disoriented, Klara was chattier than usual, surprising herself. She was shocked to find that she had told a total stranger, “I actually came to Warsaw to seek out family roots”—something she would normally keep to herself, or share only with her closest confidants.


“I have a friend who’s a local tour guide,” he replied. “From time to time, she helps foreigners searching for their Polish ties. I can call her if you’d like.”


Before Klara knew what she was saying, she blurted out, “That would be terrific, thank you.” Smiling, she asked him, “Do you know where I could find something to eat?”


“Old Town, it’s just a few blocks away,” he said, circling the area on her city map. “It’s a much prettier area there, with pastel-colored homes, rebuilt to look as they did before the war, so it’s got a true traditional Polish feel. There are plenty of cafés and restaurants to choose from.”


“I have one more question,” she said, “if you don’t mind.”


He nodded.


“Your English is so good. Is it just you, or is it common for people here to speak English?”


“Thank you, madam. Over the past twenty-five years, English and other European languages like German, French, and Spanish, rather than primarily Russian, have been taught as a second language in our schools. Two-thirds of students learn English, so many young people speak it.”


Klara nodded and smiled. She was so famished that she thanked Szymon, left her bag at the front desk without even going to her room, and headed to Old Town in search of sustenance.


It was a bright, clear day with blue skies and a seasonable summer temperature of seventy-five degrees. The afternoon sun shone brightly, although it looked as though the workday was over, as women in heels and men in loafers, both wearing suits, hurried by. Some carried their jackets and had rolled up their shirtsleeves. The air was warm, and an occasional breeze blew through her hair. Klara walked past gray postwar buildings until the colors began to brighten and the landscape transformed into a sea of pastels, while the streets changed from paved asphalt to cobblestone. She had arrived at the Old Town Square with its many indoor and outdoor cafés and colorful canopies with the names of the establishments, like Café Epoka, overhanging small tables.


The large square was filled with people strolling, sitting, talking, smoking, eating, and drinking, just like back home, but Klara was here in Warsaw. She inhaled the atmosphere—a relaxed early dinner crowd at the beginning of a warm summer’s evening. Sitting at an open-air café, she imagined what it might be like to be one of them, a Polish resident, while she waited to order. Contemplating this, she momentarily felt a sense of belonging, rather than like the tourist she was. Recalling that she was a visitor, Klara remembered to email Sheila that she had arrived safely.


Taking out her laptop, she wrote: Thank you again for the ride. I can’t believe I’m here, sitting in a beautiful European square, having a glass of white wine and a cigarette at this moment. Talk soon!


The restaurants, vendors, and dwellings surrounding the square were noticeably pristine and charming. Klara stopped under a dark blue canopy with several silver jewelry vendors when her eye caught the glint of burnt-orange, cherry-red, and chartreuse-amber items set in silver.


“Do you speak English?” she asked one vendor.


The woman nodded.


“Is that all really amber—even the red and green colors?” Klara asked.


“Yes,” the vendor answered. “Lots of people are surprised to learn this, but amber comes in many colors,” she said, smiling.


“Thank you,” Klara said, returning the smile.


She looked around, taking in the atmosphere. I’m really here, she thought. She tugged on her locket and shed a few tears. She knew there was no turning back, and she didn’t want to. She wanted to forge ahead, meet her father’s family, and finally say a proper farewell to him at the cemetery where he was buried.


[image: ]


Upon returning to Novotel Warszawa Hotel, Klara approached Szymon, who was still behind the hotel desk. She intended to touch base about his friend and pick up her bags.


“I have good news, madam,” he said with a smile. “Although my friend Anna is not available this week, she knows someone who can help. You can call her tomorrow; her name is Alicja. Here’s her number,” he added, handing her a slip of paper.


Retiring to her room, Klara felt more optimistic about the next day but couldn’t stop pacing back and forth across the drab, shoebox-sized bedroom, its pale walls dimly lit by a small desk lamp. She picked up her new Frommer’s travel guide to Poland, focusing on Warsaw, mindlessly leafing through it.
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