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To my wife, Ludmilla



Every angel is terrifying.
—Rainer Maria Rilke



PART ONE

The Dead Layer



New York City

1955



1.

All Is Perfect

She imagines the final moments as white, pure white, as the plane plunges
through the blizzard. The snow obscures the cockpit glass until the
mountain emerges in a split second of clarity, the cliff face surging forward
in the instant before impact.

Her shrink tilts his head. Slightly. “Why only plane crashes?” he wonders.
“Why not floods or train wrecks or any number of other disasters?”

She recalls the headline of the story that she had carefully scissored from
the newspaper that morning with her sewing shears. JET HITS
MOUNTAIN IN SNOW SQUALL. Below the headline, a photo of the
wreckage revealed the result. A twisted, torn fuselage in pieces. Chunks of
smoking steel.

“I think the crash of an airplane is different,” says Rachel.

Dr. Solomon frowns reflectively. An arm and a leg he’s being paid, so it’s
his job to ferret out this young woman’s madness, isn’t it? Just as it’s her
job to be just mad enough to be cured. “Different?”

“Because they are so sudden,” she explains. Quietly. “So complete. And
so very few survive it. How is the decision made?”

The man tilts his head again. She can tell he’s not quite sure what she
means. How is what decision made?



“Only a handful may live through it when most do not. How is that
decided?” she asks. She began collecting the clippings from the newspapers
sometime after she and her uncle had arrived in the States and taken up
residence in the hotel for refugees on Broadway. She was always buying
newspapers at her uncle’s insistence. To improve their English, he
maintained, though what did he end up reading, her Feter Fritz? Der
Forverts in Yiddish. Sitting at the little café table with his cup of Nescafé.
But was that really when she began snipping out the headlines of aerial
catastrophes?

She was twenty-one the year they arrived in the Port of New York aboard
the Marine Sailfish in 1949. Over six years ago. The few photographs of her
taken at the time show a haunted, dark-mopped waif. She was an open
wound at that point. Bundled in ill-fitting castoffs, thin as a matchstick, and
still faintly stinking of a continent burnt to ashes. Stumbling over her
English, she was boiled by the summer’s heat and overpowered by New
York’s towering intensity, the skyscraper architecture, crush of people, and
blare of traffic. Berlin’s Unter den Linden was famously perfumed by the
sweetly honeyed scent of the linden trees, till the Nazis ordered them cut
down, but New York City stank of exhaust and ripening garbage. It was
deafening, smothering, and teeming with pedestrians trying to trample one
another. Simply keeping up with sidewalk traffic was exhausting. Also
exhausting was contending with the city’s abundance. The lavish variety of
produce, the sumptuous profusion of color filling the shelves of a corner
market were so taxing to her senses that buying cabbage and cucumbers
was enough to cause her to panic.

But surely it was after those first dizzying months had passed that she first
started her collection of clippings. It had to be after the Hebrew Immigrant
Aid Society had helped them find the tiny apartment on Orchard Street. A
tenement house populated by mobs of homeless refugees. Jews like
themselves, just off the boats from the displaced persons camps. She



remembers stowing the clippings in an Endicott Johnson shoebox. But she
didn’t start pasting them into scrapbooks until she married Aaron. That’s
when she began treating the clippings like a secret, a shameful secret,
hiding them in the rear of the closet behind the vacuum cleaner, where she
knew her new husband would never look. After all, why would he ever
touch a vacuum cleaner?

“So am I here to make a confession, Doctor?”

“You’ll have to decide that for yourself,” the doctor tells her.

She nods. So that’s how it’s going to be, is it? All up to her? Should a
sinner willingly confess to sin? Jews don’t make confessions inside little
booths. They must expiate their sins on earth through good deeds, but she is
not much for mitzvot these days. Last Christmas, there was a brass band
from the Salvation Army playing outside Macy’s. On an impulse, she
dropped a five-dollar bill in their pot, but she still couldn’t find a cab. Her
bet is that God just pocketed it.

“I’d like you to consider painting again,” says Dr. Solomon.

Rachel stares. “Painting.”

“Yes.”

She feels a sickly terror and has to look away, glancing at the leather sofa
to see if Eema has arrived, but it is empty of mothers. “And why should I
want to do such a thing, Doctor?” she asks. To push a brush into the crazy
woman’s hand. To shove her at a canvas and order her to paint? It’s
dangerous. What raving madness might explode from her body and bloody
the canvas?

And yet! “It could be very helpful,” the good doctor submits. “Creativity
can often provide emotional relief.” But he does not press the matter. “Give
it some thought,” he suggests. “That’s all I’'m saying. Your art,” he tells her.
“It seems to me that it plays a large role in forming your self-identity.”

Her self-identity. That ragged patchwork of truths and untruths. In the
war, her identity was dependent on forged documents. It was her ersatz self



that she clung to, because her true identity could murder her.

kg

One of the first things that shocked her about New York City, apart from the
looming towers of Midtown and the crowds swarming the sidewalks, were
the filthy streets. Berlin was a clean city before it was pummeled into ruin.
No one dared drop trash in the street; it would have been unthinkable!
Undenkbar! But New York is a pigsty in comparison. The gutters are
clogged with trash. Ash bins and garbage barrels overflow. Dogs are
permitted to soil the sidewalks with impunity.

Last year, the city government erected a gigantic wire bin in the middle of
Times Square, loaded with trash collected from the streets. The accusation
was clearly printed in huge letters: THIS LITTER BELONGS TO YOU!
YOU MISS THE LITTER BASKET WITH 1,200 POUNDS A DAY IN
TIMES SQUARE ALONE! Going down into the subway is not better.
Squashed cigarette butts everywhere. Sandwich wrappers, crumpled bags,
discarded pop bottles, fruit peels, and half-eaten hot dogs crawling with
ants. Of course in Berlin, there was a time when she was one of those ants,
trolling the gutters and bins for food.

Advertising cards on the Lexington Avenue Local provide a lesson on
Good Subway Citizenship as the train bumps through the tunnel: PLEASE,
DON’T BE A SPACE HOG, A DOOR BLOCKER, A FEET RESTER, A
LEG PEST, OR A LITTERBUG! All instructions that are generally ignored
by passengers. This is also a difference between New York and Berlin. In
Berlin, who would have dared smoke where the sign commanded
RAUCHEN VERBOTEN! Or dared be a Jew where the notice declared
JUDEN VERBOTEN!

The crowd in the car thins out. It’s then that Rachel notices a child staring
at her. A little girl, four or five years old, with a knit hat and silky brown
bangs across her little forehead. Her eyes are shiny buttons, and she gazes at



Rachel with innocent interest. A contented little fox caught out in the open,
yet who can look through a person to spot the animal truth of them.

It’s not that Rachel does not want children. She does, or at least there are
times that she does. The desire for a child of her own strikes her in
moments of urgency. Perhaps that’s how she herself was conceived. In one
of her eema’s moments of urgency. God knows it’s difficult to imagine
Eema actually planning for such a process as conception. Drafting out a
child in her mind, laying down the sketches in her heart before a child filled
them in, filling up her womb. Before a child stretched out her body and
confounded her life. Before it ruined her punctuality, disrupted her routines,
drained the color from her lips, and demanded strict attention on a
tyrannical scale simply to survive the day. Would she have ever actually
agreed to such a disruptive intrusion with the benefit of forethought?
Doubtful. Her daughter must have been an accident of the moment.

Gazing back at the girl with the straight brown bangs, Rachel can only
view motherhood as a foreign concept. Like the moon or like the American
Dream. To dream like an American? What does this mean? Even after
becoming a citizen, she does not know. Perhaps because she is still only
partially here in this country. Part of her is still buried in the cinders of
Berlin. Before she was Rachel the American, she was Rashka or Rokhl or
Ruchel, or her mother’s Little Goat. And it is little Rashka’s terror that
punctures any urgent moments in Rachel’s life that might lead to
conception. Any true desire for a child of her own is restricted to a wistful
reverie, in the same way she might imagine what-if. What if her mother had
loved her as much as she loved art? What if she had remained an innocent?
What if she had never shared a table with the red-haired woman in a Berlin
café? What if horses could talk and pigs could fly? What if.

At home, they don’t really discuss the Episode.
She and her husband, Aaron, that is.



It’s not really on their agenda for conversation. Rather they talk around it,
as in Aaron’s refrain: “We don’t want a repeat of the Episode.”

The Episode being the night she ended up in a straitjacket for her own
protection, locked up in Bellevue’s psychiatric wing. The doctor there
stitched and bandaged her hand slashed by the shattered glass so that no
visible scar remains. But scars are often not so visible. Since that night, the
surface of the wound has healed over. Already, more than half a year has
passed, and both she and Aaron have returned to the routines of their daily
lives, except for one thing. One thing hardly worth mentioning really. The
thin layer of dread that gives an undertone to the everyday colors of every
moment. The Dead Layer below all her exteriors. Other than that? Altes iz
shleymesdik. All is perfect.

For their first anniversary, Aaron’s mother wanted to buy them a T.V., but
Aaron is dead set against television, so it was a radio instead. A Philco 51—
532 table model that sits on a shelf. If Rachel wants to watch T.V., she must
drag her husband down two blocks to the window of an appliance store on
West Twentieth. There’s often a crowd when The Lone Ranger comes on,
though it’s hard to hear through the glass. Rachel doesn’t care. It’s an
American western. Everyone climbs into the saddle. All the men have six--
guns on their hips and are all expert shots, picking rattlesnakes off the
rocks. The women wear long calico dresses, but even they can handle a
rifle.

“We could buy a T.V.,” she tells Aaron.

“Who can afford one?” he asks without looking up from the kitchen table,
smoking as she cleans up the supper dishes. “Besides, T.V. is for suckers.
It’s all about moving the merchandise.”

Rachel doesn’t care about that. She likes the commercials. The cartoon
giraffe with the sailor’s cap selling the Sugar Frosted Flakes. You can eat
’em right out of the box! And she would like to be able to sit down while



watching The Lone Ranger instead of standing outside a storefront. Or
maybe watch an entire episode without Aaron nagging her about how his
feet hurt after working the Thursday all-you-can-eat shrimp cocktail special
lunch shift at the restaurant or that his back is getting to him standing there
like a schmuck for half an hour. Aaron says, “Who needs a picture tube?”
He liked Jack Benny better on the radio, ’cause he likes to use his
imagination. It’s cheaper.

“We could put it right there,” Rachel tells him.

“What?”

“A television set. We could put it right there, across from the sofa.”

“Hasn’t she been listening?” he wonders aloud.

“It would fit.”

“But there’s a chair there.”

“So we move the chair.”

“No room.”

“Then we give the chair to the Salvation Army.”

“Thank you, no. That chair belonged to my mother’s aunt Shirley and has
great sentimental value.”

“It was here when we moved in.”

“And I’ve gotten very attached to it since. Besides, isn’t there some
Jewish charity, by the way? Doesn’t the Joint run a thrift shop?”

“The Joint does not want our chair.”

“Maybe not, but my point is this: Why give a perfectly good chair to the
goyim? Let them buy retail.”

“You’re not very funny.”

“No? Then go give your own family heirloom to the Salvation Army, why
don’t you?”

Only she has no family heirlooms. Nothing left of the elegant Klimt
chairs or Biedermeier dining set. The silver Shabbat candlesticks or the
Italian gilt-wood menorah. Nothing of her eema’s Turkish carpets or the



Silesian porcelain coffee service. Not anything. Not anything at all. Not
even a speck of schmutz has survived from under the rugs. Her uncle Fritz
is the only family antique that comes close to qualifying.

In the bedroom, while the ambient fuss of street traffic drifts up from
below, the bedside lamps are switched off. Rachel and Aaron climb under
the blankets. But it’s immediately obvious that Aaron is interested in
pursuing a little something other than the nightly routine of good-night
pecks. The smell of him as he pulls her closer can still intoxicate her, even
after five years of marriage. The feel of his skin, the hair on his chest, that
head of thick russet curls. It’s easy for her to lose herself. The small ceramic
night-light she bought for twenty cents at the hardware store is plugged into
the electrical outlet under the window, and every night, she snaps it on
because she cannot tolerate total darkness. In total darkness, she will drown.
So the night-light glows like a petite yellow star.

Aaron has opened her pajamas. The blue silk pajamas he bought in
Chinatown for their fifth anniversary, though probably picked out by his
sister Naomi. Still, they are so luxurious. She slides her fingers through his
hair as his lips brush her skin. His hand moves slowly, gently, as he slips the
Chinese silk from her hips. Exposed, on top of the blankets, she feels the
vulnerability of her body deepen. His lips find the curve of her neck. She
kisses his ear, her desire tightening.

“Aren’t we forgetting something?” she whispers softly. “Aren’t we
forgetting something?” But he doesn’t answer. His hands are moving. His
mouth. She can feel herself warming, her breath expanding. A void
opening. But when she whispers his name, she is still repeating her drowsy
question. “Aaron? Aaron? Aren’t we? Aren’t we forgetting something?”

Aaron’s answer is to shift her body under him, and she feels a liquid
craving, but also an edge of fear. Doesn’t the Talmud teach that the
obligation to be fruitful and multiply is on the man? So siring children is a
mitzvah for the husband, which has contributed to Aaron’s disdain of



condoms. And Rachel would rather be in control of the process anyway.
Women have more leeway. So she whispers sensibly, intimately. “Aaron, I
don’t have my shield.”

She means her diaphragm. A word she mispronounces enough to elicit an
indulgent correction: Die-a-fram, says Aaron. Like die-a-thousand deaths.
Not dee-a-fram. So instead of die-a-thousand-deaths diaphragm, she calls it
her shield, because that’s what it is, isn’t it? Her shield to keep her safe
from her own body. She can slip through Eve’s loophole and escape her
own biology. Her own history. “Aaron...”

“Would it be so terrible, honey?” her husband wants to know. “Would it
be so terrible if we made love like man and wife? Think of Ezra
Weinstock,” he tells her. “He has three little Weinstocks already, with a
fourth in the hopper.”

“Aaron.”

“My own cousin, that fucknik Ezra, is ahead of me, Rachel. Ezra
Weinstock from Coney Island Avenue, so fuckin’ smart that, when he was
ten, he stuck a pencil up his nose—is ahead of me. Do you know what
that’s doing to my mother? Every Wednesday, she’s playing mah-jongg
with Aunt Ruth, and oy what an earful she gets about the adorable
Weinstock grandkids. How much longer can the woman stand the disgrace?
She’ll have to adopt a different son.”

Rachel absorbs the smile in his voice. The spreading warmth of his touch.
“Aaron,” she repeats.

“She’ll have to replace me with Hilda Auerbach’s boy. He’s a doctor now
with his own practice in Prospect Heights. An eye-ear-nose-and-throat
man.” He is saying this in the funny way, kissing her belly button and
breasts once for each specialty: eye, ear, nose, throat. But Rachel can tell
that he is also deadly serious. How can he face the world as a man? How
much longer can he face himself with no children? Without that gift from
his lovely wife? Time is running out.



He is moving into her. Pressing his advantage, exploiting her weakness
for him, and she is feeling her resolve melt. “I can’t” is all she manages to
say, but it’s tough to win this debate in the closeness of their room, in the
sweetness of their bed. Words are slipping away from her. Sometimes, she
thinks that she should just let him be fruitful. Let him cook up a baby inside
her. Put a bun inside her oven. Their bun. But then the elevated West Side
freight line roars past, and something in the unrelenting thunder from those
tracks panics her. Trains lead to death.

“Stop it,” she hears herself snap. “Stop it.” A terror has gripped her, seized
her by the bones. She feels like she might suddenly suffocate under his
weight. Like her heart might stop. “Aaron!” she pleads, frantically now, and
this time, he’s had enough. He quits, disconnects, and rolls onto his back.

For a moment, they simply breathe roughly into the darkness hanging
above them. Rachel feels the tears heating her eyes. Is it really so much to
ask? A child for her husband? He never made any secret of the fact that he
wanted a baby. “I’m sorry,” she breathes, smearing at her tears. “I’m sorry,”
she repeats, but it makes no difference. Her husband has become a solitary
island beside her.

“No, it’s okay. I get it.” He sighs. “Not angry. Forget it,” he tells her
thickly. Issuing a quick peck on the cheek, he rolls over, turns his back on
her, shifting the bedclothes to his side. Leaving her to the darkness. Alone
in her body, her guilt is insistent: What right does a murderess have to
create life? Blanketed by the night, only a small halo of yellow from the
night-light keeps her from going under.

As far as talent is concerned, she must make do with what she has been able
to scavenge. Her mother always encouraged her. Rachel was the daughter of
Lavinia Morgenstern-Landau, Portraitist of the Great and Near-Great. One
of only two women to be elected to the Prussian Academy of the Arts! The
founder of the Berolina Circle! Of course the daughter must show talent.



But only up to a point. She could never be so skilled that she mounted a
challenge to her eema’s hegemony as the supreme painter of the family. Her
father, she had learned, had gathered his laurels as a poet, which had been
sanctioned because poems were only words, and words were no
competition in Eema’s mind. And Abba was dead by the time Rashka was a
toddler, so she was not old enough to retain memories of him. He survived
the war, survived the influenza, but then was devoured by consumption in
1928 when Rashka was only two. Her single memory of her father is
shaped by the portrait that hung in the salon. Eema had painted him in
shadows not long before his death, a gaunt, handsomely distant face, half in
the dark, already partially consumed by the disease that would claim him.

As she grew, people commented on how Rashka had his eyes. Sometimes
his nose. Also, they said, his stubbornness and his silence. These ghost
features, these traits that she has inherited from a dead father, were always
like the spirit of a dybbuk possessing her but in a quietly paternal way.
Eyes, nose, stubbornness. Silence. These are her abba’s lone bequests to
her. All else is Eema. Rashka was permitted to shine as a reflection of her
mother’s genius. This single fact defined Rashka’s development as an artist.
Even now, years after her mother’s demise, it is there, sewn into Rachel’s
heart as she scrutinizes her reflection distorted by the aluminum face of the
Proctor electric toaster.

Days have passed since their aborted attempt at marital intercourse. The
air is growing chilly. The radiator hisses with heat. She is dressed in one of
Aaron’s old knit sweaters pulled over her pink chenille bathrobe and with
wool socks on her feet, because she is always cold. One of her husband’s
Lucky Strikes smolders in the green glass ashtray on the kitchen table as
she sketches her reflection on a pad with a charcoal stick. Her mother
shares the table, smoking a rice-paper Gitanes Brune inserted into an
elegant amber resin holder. A strong and pungent aroma in the past, but all
that Rachel smells is the stink of ash that always lingers over her mother’s



arrival. Eema’s face is a perfect heart shape and her complexion alabaster.
She is dressed in her finery of velvet and sable. Her black bob is silvered by
the arrow point of a widow’s peak. Her face is coldly beautiful. Not exactly
the nurturing parent, perhaps. Always happy to judge.

So we are here, you and I, she hears her mother observe. Azoy, mir zenen
do. Always, between them, it’s Yiddish.

“Yes, Eema. We are here.”

Peering at her daughter with her usual mix of curiosity and disapproval,
she wonders, What is this you are doing?

“I’m drawing,” Rachel tells her.

Really? Eema is skeptical. Is that what you think? This qualifies as
drawing?

“Es iz a shmittshik,” Rachel says and then picks out a few words from
English. “A doodad, you know? A doodle.”

So you may call it. But is it a waste of your God-given talent?

“And now it’s about what God gives us, Eema? I thought my talent came
from you. Besides, you said you had abandoned God.”

Eema replies in a leaden tone, Of course! This is how a daughter speaks
to her mother. Let’s be correct, Rashka. I did not abandon God. God
abandoned me. She expels smoke with a certain dramatic aplomb, but
Rachel does not react, prompting Eema to frown at the silence. So this
shmittshik? You think it serves art?

“Degas said that art is not what you see but what you make others see.”

Degas, Eema scoffs. Degas was an anti-Semite and a misogynist, tsigele.

“Don’t call me that. I’'m not your little goat anymore.”

But still stubborn as one. When will you stop sleepwalking? You’ve been
scarred, yes. We live, we die. But in between, for those chosen, we have a
duty to create.

“Very simple for you to say, Eema.” Rachel’s charcoal stick scratches
against the paper. “You’re dead.”



But her eema is deaf to this fact. She clutches at the sable collar of her
coat. When I was your age, Rashka, I was already a recognized artist. My
work was highly valued. Hanging in the most important galleries in Berlin.

“And yet not a single painting survives. They all went up in smoke. Just
like you.”

As usual, you’re missing my point. You have your share of talent, Rokhl. A
blessing or a curse? I can’t say. But why do you waste yourself?

“I’m not wasting myself, Eema. I’m protecting myself.”

Forget these silly drawings. Go! Pick up your brushes. Lay color onto
your palette.

“No,” Rachel answers.

Open your easel and face an empty canvas!

“No,” Rachel answers more forcefully. “No, I cannot. I’m sorry, I cannot
do it. It will hurt me.”

It will heal you!

“No! I’'m afraid, Eema,” she confesses, her eyes heating with tears. “I’m
afraid of what will come out of me.” She’s startled by her tiger cat leaping
up onto the table, and with that, her mother’s chair empties. The smell of
smoke returns to the cigarette in the ashtray. Wiping her eyes, Rachel seizes
the cat. Kibbitz she calls him, because he’s always sticking his nose in,
always getting into the middle of things.

Escaping to America, surviving the ruins of Europe, she felt she must—
must—continue as her mother’s daughter. So for a period of years, she had
dabbed a brush into globs of oily colors and smeared them onto canvases.
“Ghosts” she called them. At first, they were only plumes of color. Whiffs
of smoke. Nothing human. But gradually they began to take shape into
more human forms. Of human memories. Over and over, she tried to
capture the essence of what she had lost. The life of her mother? Yes. A life
lost to a colorless killer, cyanide gas. The millions of lives lost. But she
didn’t dare confess this, even when she found a gallery. Even after the



gallery was selling those small works on small canvases or Masonite board.
A newspaper printed her name and called her work both challenging and
promising. She was married by then, yet Aaron didn’t seem to mind. He
wasn’t exactly an art expert, he’d confess, obviously. Still, he was
impressed that a painting could actually sell for money. He’d joke about
retiring to easy street now that his wife could turn a profit!

But really, underneath it all, it was a lie. She was still pretending to be an
artist. The human plumes of color she was producing were nothing. They
were personal without being profound. Their impact was as meaningless as
candle flames. A cough could blow them out. And they certainly weren’t
Art. Not real Art like the Art of her mother. Secretly, she was ashamed of
how inconsequential they were. Ashamed but also relieved. Maybe she
didn’t need to be an artist. Maybe she could escape. Leave Eema’s legacy
behind with the ashes. Maybe she could simply be what her husband
expected her to be. A wife and a mother. Those were both acceptable
professions in his mind. Maybe she could sign on as a regular American
woman. And if she painted a canvas or two on the side? Well, there was a
word in English that took the curse off that. Hobby. A pastime, a way to
pass time. And in the process, if she collected a few dollars doing it? Even
better. It didn’t mean she had to be—that she was doomed to be—her
mother’s daughter. Rachel could avoid a career with the same zealousness
that Eema had cultivated hers.

But after Bellevue? After the Episode, there was no question. She had to
face the truth. There was a monster inside her. Locked away so that no one
could see it? Yes. But painting was dangerous. Painting baited the monster
out into the open. It made her vulnerable to herself. Who was she trying to
fool? God? History? Herself? She had forfeited her rights as an artist one
day while seated in a Berlin café. So returning from Bellevue to their
apartment on West Twenty-Second Street, she’d locked away her easel and
closeted her Winsor & Newton painter’s box. She no longer pretended that



any of her soulless plumes of color had purpose. They were meaningless.
Nishtik! They were trash, and she simply discarded them like New York
litter, one at a time, leaving them behind on the subway or leaned against a
fire hydrant in the street for dogs to piss on them.

Now? She confines herself to these scribbles. The Episode was a line of
demarcation. After it, she could no sooner pick up a brush and apply paint
to canvas than she could sprout wings and fly into the treetops. All that
remains to her is the shmittshik. The doodle of her face mocking her
warped reflection in a toaster. Her avowal of the truth of her inner
distortion. The monster crouched so deeply within her.

When she hears the toilet flush, she removes the cat to the floor, then flips
her sketch pad closed. “Good morning, Husband,” she calls, tamping out
her cigarette, rubbing the charcoal dust from her fingers.

Aaron is trim, with a handsomely ordinary face. His curls are uncombed,
and he’s dragging his tuchus, as he likes to say, shambling in from the
bedroom in his pajamas. He’s wearing the plaid flannel bathrobe with
matching slippers that she’d given him last May on his thirty-fourth
birthday. The robe hangs open, and its belt drags on the floor on one side.
Rachel is up, padding toward the kitchen galley in her socked feet to pour
him coffee.

“Morning, Wife,” he replies and yawns widely.

The coffee streams into a china cup on the sink counter. “What time did
you get home last night?” she asks.

“I dunno. Late,” says Aaron as he plops down at the table. “Leo had a
four-top from the U.J.A. who stayed forever. Mr. Big Shot as usual. Is there
coffee?” he asks just as Rachel delivers the cup on a saucer. “Ah, great.
Thank you.”

“I can make you a fried egg on toast.”

But Aaron is busy pulling a sour face. “What is this?”

“It’s instant. Good to the last drop.”



“The last drop? They should worry about the first drop. Where’s the
sugar?”

Rachel pops a slice of Levy’s seeded rye from the bag into the toaster.
“We have none. I forgot.”

To which her husband can only shrug. “S’okay. I'll suffer.” He sips at the
coffee and ignites a cigarette with his Zippo as Rachel is busy fetching an
egg from the fridge and cracking it into an iron skillet.

“So I heard this story,” Aaron begins, exhaling smoke. “This guy, walking
down the street on East Thirty-Third, minding his own business, when
suddenly—ka-chunk! A piece of masonry falls off one of those big
apartment buildings and lands right on his kop.”

The egg sizzles loudly in the pan. “What happened to him?”

“What happened to him? Well, honey, whattaya think happened when a
hunk of masonry goes ka-chunk on your head?”

“And did it actually make that sound? ‘Ka-chunk’?”

“Yes. It made that sound exactly.” He smokes, done with this business of
ka-chunking and what follows. “So. Any ideas for your birthday this year?”

The question automatically inserts a splinter into Rachel’s belly. “My
birthday?” she asks and flinches inwardly at the sight of a dead rat sizzling
in the skillet. Absorbing the horror, she blinks it away till it is once again a
frying egg.

“It’s only a couple weeks away,” Aaron reminds. “Whattaya wanna do?”

“I don’t know. What did we do last year?”

Her husband relives the boredom. “Invited Naomi over for takeout and
played Scrabble. Just like the year before and the year before that and on
and on back to the beginning of creation.”

Rachel replies, defending something. “Okay. Well, I like Naomi.” The
toast pops. Rachel grabs it by the edges and drops it on a plate, which she
shuttles over to the table.



“Uh-huh. T like Naomi too,” her husband agrees in a flattened tone,
scraping the burnt toast with a table knife. “She’s my sister, so what choice
do I have? Is this butter or margarine?”

“Margarine,” Rachel tells him.

Again, he frowns but doesn’t complain aloud. “I thought this year we
might do something else.”

This makes Rachel uneasy. “And what’s wrong with Scrabble anyway, I’d
like to know? Scrabble is my favorite game.” The truth is that the Scrabble
games with her sister-in-law make her feel safe. They make her feel as she
did as a child in their home in the Fasanenstrasse, playing board games on
the card table with school friends, rolling dice and counting off spaces.
Walking the skillet over to the table, she scoops out the burnt egg using a
spatula, plopping it onto the waiting piece of toast. “Sorry. It’s black around
the edges.”

“S’alright. There’s pepper?”

She moves the pepper shaker from the middle of the table to a spot within
Aaron’s easy grasp. God forbid he should have to reach for something.

The telephone rings. Aaron moves not a muscle to answer it. He only
huffs a sigh. “H’boy. I wonder who that’s gonna be.”

The telephone is a black Bakelite instrument. It sits ringing on the old
gossip bench that came from a flea market downtown. It continues to ring
till Rachel picks up the receiver, because who else will answer it? “Perlman
residence,” she announces.

A familiar voice responds. A male voice, a fatherly Brooklynese voice,
greeting her over the noise of a busy kitchen. “Hello? Mrs. Perlman? It’s
Abe Goldman.”

She can picture Abe, the restaurant’s majordomo. Aging but still a giant
of a man with the kitchen wall phone tucked under his multiple chins,
sweating into his tuxedo shirt.



“Can you tell Mr. P. that the refrigerator’s gone on the fritz, and we’re
about to lose a shitload of red snapper, if you’ll pardon my French?”

“Hold on, Mr. Goldman,” says Rachel, proffering the receiver. “You’re
about to lose a shitload of red snapper.”

Aaron has already left the table and appears beside her to accept the
phone, muttering, “Stupid piece of junk.” Then into the receiver, he says,
“So, Abe, did I mention I hate your guts? Where’s Leo?”

Aaron’s job is managing Charades, a swanky seafood palace opened for
the theater crowd by that maven of the Great White Way eateries, Mr. Leo
Blume. “Fine dining till curtain time” on Broadway across from the Winter
Garden between West 15th and West 51st.

“Figures!” her husband shouts into the phone with a kind of sour
vindication. “The place goes up in flames, and Mr. Big Shot is nowhere to
be found, as usual.” His battles with Leo, his battles with the waiters, the
busboys, the customers, the whole meshugaas—it consumes him like a
flame consumes the candle. But Rachel is detached from his struggle. In
fact, she’s relieved by it. His obsession with work means less pressure on
her. More solitude.

Kibbitz is mewing loudly to be let out, so Rachel shoves up the window
sash, smelling the street fumes greasing the chilly air. The cat hops out onto
the fire escape and charges upward toward the roof. There’s an extravagant
depth to the vastness above the buildings. The last ripe blues of November
swelling the sky before the drabness of winter settles in. She compulsively
breaks apart the color into painterly hues. Van Gogh said that there is no
blue without yellow and orange. This sky holds undertones of cadmium
yellow and vermillion to give it the proper weight. Then a blend of cobalt
and white flattens it into an endless sheet.

“Haven’t you heard me tell him a hundred times, Abe, that we need a new
freezer?” Aaron is demanding confirmation. “A hundred times at least.”



“You should tell him to phone the man you bought it from,” Rachel calls
from the window.

“Okay, okay, I’'m on my way,” Aaron is conceding into the telephone. “In
the meantime, get what’s-his-name on the phone. Gruber. The swindler who
sold us the piece of crap to begin with.” Aaron hangs up with a bang and
puffs a sigh, resigned to his fate. “So whatta surprise,” he says, frowning his
standard frown. “The joint’s in chaos, and Leo’s uptown smoking a
Montecristo B on his terrace.”

Chaos! Enough to give him the gastritis. Just the way Aaron likes it! He is
on his way to dress when the phone rings again. “If that’s Abe,” Aaron is
yelling from the bedroom, “tell him I gotta put my pants on before they’ll
let me on the goddamned A Train!”

“You should hail a cab and have Leo pay for it,” Rachel yells back to him
and picks up the receiver. “Mr. Goldman,” she says, “he has to put his pants
on before they’ll let him on the A Train.”

“Rashka!” she hears and feels her grip on the phone tighten.

“Feter Fritz,” she says loud enough for Aaron to hear as he reenters from
the bedroom now wearing his trousers, his dress shirt unbuttoned. He
responds to the mention of her uncle’s name with an eye roll. Seizes a
brownish banana from the kitchen counter and starts peeling.

“Bistu gut, Feter?” she asks the phone.

“Rashka, ziskeit, tsu hern deyn kul iz a brkhh.” Even though her uncle
likes to insist that one language is never enough, he seldom speaks to her in
anything but the language of their homelife. Not German like the good
Yetta Jews spoke, raising up their Christmas trees, trying to be more
German than the Germans. But Yiddish! Especially on the telephone, as if a
phone call is a kind of spectral connection, voices thrown over distance, not
bound by physical proximity, that must be anchored by a common
touchstone of their past. Their vanished lives. Vanished in all ways except
how they speak, how they think, what they remember or choose to forget.



She can see him in her mind, her uncle, ensconced like an exiled
princeling on the scruffy velveteen sleigh chair that he drags out into the
tenement’s hallway to make use of the pay phone. A lit cigar ribboning
smoke upward to the tobacco-stained ceiling. She is buoyed by his voice,
yet she knows that every conversation with her feter has a price attached.
He wants to see her, he tells her. And not just wants to! “It’s essential,
Rokhl,” that he sees her. And that she sees him. Normally, these
conversations are chock-full of her uncle’s ersatz cheer, but this time, a
smear of desperation underpaints his jaunty bravado. It makes her wish she
had simply let the phone ring. But she agrees to meet him, because what
else can she do? It means she doesn’t go to the grocery to pick up sugar for
her husband’s coffee or take his shirts to the cleaners. It means she doesn’t
use the morning to clean the oven or vacuum the draperies. Those are tasks
she’ll have to leave to the mice if they want to make time. Aaron is tossing
the banana peel into the trash as she hangs up, his shirtfront now buttoned
and tail tucked into his waistline.

“So, your uncle, huh?” he says, still chewing the last bite of banana but
frowning now, as if the mention of her feter has ruined the taste. She knows
Aaron believes that her Feter Fritz is an open drain for her. “And how is
he?” her husband wonders, lifting a wing tip onto his chair to retie a loose
shoestring. “And by that I mean what does he need?” Licking his thumb to
rub clean the toe of his shoe leather.

“Nothing,” she assures him. “He doesn’t need a thing. Just inviting me for
a coffee,” she insists and retrieves her husband’s coat and hat from the hall
tree by the door.

“So you don’t think he’s after another ‘loan.” And I used that word
ironically, since we’ve never seen a dime back.”

“No,” Rachel replies blankly, holding Aaron’s hat. “He’s not after
anything.”



“Okay, sorry.” An unapologetic apology. “Don’t mean to sound insulting.
It’s just that usually? He is.”

“Is what?”

“After something.”

“He’s not.”

“Okay,” Aaron says again as he shrugs on his coat. “Just don’t get
bamboozled is all I’'m saying.”

“How can I be, since I don’t even know what this means?”

“It means hold on to your purse.”

“I won’t even pay for his coffee.”

He accepts his hat from her. “Great, so now you’re making me sound like
a putz.”

“I am?”

“Just try to keep it manageable is all. Pay for his coffee but make him
leave the tip.”

“Yes, sir,” she says with a small salute.

“H’okay,” Aaron sighs, slipping on his hat. The old snood, he calls it.
“How ’bout I bring home Chinese for supper? Whattaya want, the lo
mein?”

“Surprise me,” says Rachel.

“If you wanna risk it.” He’s ready to go, ready to enter the world beyond
the door, but then he wonders something as an aside. Something connected
to the pesky problem of his wife’s mental stability. “So you’re not gonna
lose track of time, right?”

“Lose track?”

“Aren’t you supposed to see what’s-his-name today?”

“Dr. Solomon. Not until three.”

“Okay.” He gives her a peck on the lips. “Just don’t miss him again,
please. We’re spending a fortune on this genius.”

“I won’t miss him,” she promises.



“I’m just sayin’, is all.” Another peck on the lips. “G’bye.”

Leaving the apartment, Aaron’s day doesn’t get better. Rachel has closed
the door behind him and is leaning into it as if she might need to barricade
herself when she hears the easy, challenging voice of Aaron’s cousin, Ezra
Weinstock, coming up the stairs. The Fucknik. “So, shvesterkind!” Ezra
calls to Cousin Aaron. “Off to another day schlepping hash? When are you
gonna stop screwing around and do something with your life, boychik?” he
wants to know.

“Can’t say, Ez,” replies Aaron. “When are you gonna learn to raise the
seat on the toilet before taking a piss? Your wife keeps complaining to
mine.”

Ezra snorts a laugh. “All I’'m saying is a grown man waiting tables?”

“I’m the manager, pal.”

“Sure, the manager. Your mother brags all the time, I’'m sure. He’s the
manager.”

And now Rachel hears the barely restrained aggression squeeze Aaron’s
voice, the sure sign of an anger too complicated and dense to be contained
by hallway sparring. “So who are you? Mr. Big Shot Public Defender,
playing footsie with pimps and hopheads all day. I bet all those goyim at the
courthouse think you’re one superior Jew boy, pal.”

She can hear Aaron pounding down the stairs after this, leaving Ezra
shouting after him with snide passion. “Right! Big man! You think you
know what it means to be a Jew? Well, I got news, bubbee. What you dont
know would fill a goddamned ocean!”

Rachel leans into the door till there’s silence in the stairwell. Kibbitz at
the window has changed his mind, the silly beast, and now is pawing on the
glass for entry.

She goes to the window and shoves up the sash, allowing him to hop
down to the floor. But the morning air causes a cool shiver to creep through



her skin. She shuts the glass and scoops the cat up in her arms, hugging the
warmth of this furry feline body against her.

The day had dawned a stony gray on the morning that Aaron had arrived
to rescue her from Bellevue. His face was bleached by shock, but it was
evident from the deep shame coloring his eyes that it was he himself who
felt in need of rescue. It was he who was the suffering one here. Salvaging
his wife from the loony bin? More than he had bargained for, was it? God
forbid his mother ever hears. All that was unspooling across his face like
the headline ticker in Times Square.

kg

There’s an old-fashioned claw-foot bathtub in their apartment, with a
showerhead installed on a tall pipe and a ring around the top from which a
plastic shower curtain droops. Sometimes the water goes cold in the pipes
by this point in the morning, but she’s lucky that today it’s still gushing hot,
as hot as Rachel can stand. It brings the blood to her skin. She stands under
the showerhead, eyes closed, allowing the steamy water to pour over her.
She and Feter had been permitted to come ashore in America by the
Displaced Persons Act of 1948, slipping into the country during a narrow
spasm of charity on the part of the American Congress as the mass graves
of Europe settled into the earth. Their entry was sponsored by members of a
Jewish labor board who also helped them get work. She found a spot at a
five-and-dime, and Feter Fritz took a job as a janitor in an office building
and sometimes ran the elevator. During the day, he worked with a mop and
broom, but in the evenings, he re-created a version of his old self, changing
into his baggy secondhand suit and sitting with an espresso. He would give
his niece a dime and instruct her to walk down to Michnik Brothers
Tobacconist on Rivington Street to buy a certain brand of sickly sweet
cigars because they were sold two for a nickel. In shlekhte tsaytn, iz a peni
oykh gelt, Feter would say. In bad times, even a penny is money. This when



they were housed in the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society’s refugee house on
Lafayette Street, along with a ragged collection of other Jews who had
managed to escape the death’s-head battalions and the crematorium
chimneys.

But even with jobs, their incomes were meager. H.I.A.S. provided a small
monthly stipend per head, but generally not much money was to be had. So
Feter would attempt to ration his cigar supply, smoking judiciously. Always
one cigar with his morning coffee, one after his midday meal of boiled
mushrooms on toast, and one every evening after his usual bowl of kasha
with a side of chopped eggs and onions. Or maybe the fried cheese kreplach
with cream if he could manage a two-dollar supper at Ratner’s and still
afford his niece’s lettuce and tomato sandwich for thirty-five cents.

But mostly the food was irrelevant to him. Feter Fritz had been taught to
eat to survive by Auschwitz, which meant to eat without joy. The cigar,
however, was what he savored. The ritual. The strike of the match, the
whisper of flame. The rhythmic pace of puffing that kindled the tip into a
glowing ruby. The long, low hush of smoke. It was during those few
precious moments relishing his cigar that he would return to the man that
Rachel had known as a child. The confident, charming, canny Feter Fritz,
not the displaced person. Yet it was like watching a ghost inhabit a living
body, a dybbuk of hubris that would possess him and then slowly dissipate
with the smoke.

Out of the heat of the shower, Rachel’s hair is dripping. Chilly air has
slipped under the bathroom door as she towels herself down. Because she is
always cold, she has bought a heater. An EverHot Ray-Vector space heater
that’s stationed under the bathroom sink. The heating elements glow in
red-gold coils when she switches it on. The wave of heat calms her as she
dresses in her slip, the rayon clinging to her skin. She wipes the steamy fog
from the medicine cabinet mirror with her palm, gazing into her own
reflection. Then she pulls open the mirror that squeaks on rusty hinges.



The shelves of the medicine cabinet are crowded with a half-used tube of
Brylcreem, a little dab’ll do ya, a packet of razor blades, an aerosol can of
Old Spice Smooth Shave, and a bottle of Kings Men aftershave. A Vaseline
jar, a pocket tin of Anacin tablets, ten cents on special at Block Drug Store,
a roughly squeezed tube of Preparation H hemorrhoid salve, because Aaron
has problems with that and often needs more than a little dab. She has to
rearrange everything to find the small bottle of pills prescribed by her
shrink as a minor tranquilizer. Miltown it is called.

Her mother had sometimes dosed herself with an extraite de 1’opium
known as Laudanum de Rousseau, because a single teaspoon every three
hours reduced the grief of menstrual cramps. It wasn’t much of a secret.
Women in Eema’s circles carried on a love affair with laudanum. Eema
decanted her elixir into a rose glass bottle with an elegant crystal stopper.
But Miltown? Not so much elegant as commercially manufactured. It’s a
sedative with an advertising profile.

In the newspaper ads, wives and mothers on Miltown get their husbands
off to work and their children off to school calmly and without fuss. Picking
up a prescription for Miltown, the ads assured her, is as common and
wholesome as picking up a quart of milk from the grocery. Two tablets, four
hundred milligrams each, twice a day, morning and night. Rachel unscrews
the cap from the bottle and swallows her dosage as fortification against her
meeting with Feter Fritz. By the time she boards the Eighth Avenue IND at
West 22nd, she should be feeling as relaxed as a cat poised on a sunny
windowsill.



2.

Promise Me She Is Dead

At the end of the war, it had been nearly impossible for young Rashka
Morgenstern to prove that she was actually Jewish. A problem because by
the time she had arrived at the gates of the displaced persons camp in the
American zone, it had been designated only for Jews. So what was she to
do? She was an adolescent girl on her own. She had no tattoo on her arm
from a concentration camp. No documents stamped with a purple J. Her
papers, in fact, said she was an Aryan! But then a young American officer
with a fuzzy moustache and a pistol holstered at his hip asked her a
question.

Azoy, iunge dame, aoyb ir zent take a eydish, kenen ir redn mit mir in
eydish?

Tears flooded to her eyes. She cried with unadulterated joy as she
answered him. Ya! Yo, ikh kenen redn mit ir! Ikh ken redn mit dir!

Yiddish had saved her.

It was her heritage. Not the holy tongue but the mother tongue. The
language of Eema’s parents, Chaim and Freidka Landau, living in the
sunny, clement city of Tarnéw under the Hapsburg dynasty. They were
religious people, Chaim and Freidka. Observant Jews, pillars of the
synagogue, but also deep thinkers. And though she never knew them while



they lived, this is the way they were always described by both mother and
uncle to little Rashka Morgenstern growing up in Berlin. Zey zenen tif
tingkerz, deyn zeyde-bobe. Intellectual people. Teachers. Her grandfather
taught languages—German, French, also Hebrew—in a local school, and
her grandmother taught piano from the parlor of a comfortably appointed
house on Lwowska Street.

When they left Tarnow for Berlin, so that Chaim could fill an important
teaching position at the Jiidische Maddchenschule, maybe they spoke
German in the streets, the classrooms, the shops and public spaces. The
language of assimilation. But if they retained a comfortable dialect of
Yiddish in their own home, who would care? And if they continued in
Yiddish after their daughter, Lavinia, and their son, Fredrich, were born,
who could criticize? Yiddish was the language of the heart. So when the
time came that Eema had her own daughter, was it utterly unthinkable that
she share the language mother to child, just as her mother and her mother
before her had done? Just as she shared the very essence of Jewish blood
mother to child since Sarah, wife of Abraham? Besides, with this child, it
was obvious. This was a daughter with a God-given talent for languages. “If
she can hear it, she can speak it,” her eema would say of Rashka. “Just like
her grandfather of blessed memory. If she can see it, she can read it. If she
can read it, she can write it.”

Even so, because Rashka grew up in Berlin-Wilmersdorf, that staid
dominion of bourgeois Jewish fortunes, their Yiddish remained concealed
as the language of hearth and home.

German only in society! Um Gottes willen! Don’t embarrass yourself
with Yiddish in front of other Jews. What do you think, this is the Ukraine?

So it was for her a secret language that little Rashka Morgenstern spoke
with Eema and Feter Fritz alone. Now, however? In the city of New York?
The tribes speak aloud. One is likely to hear all variants and varieties of
Yiddish anywhere and everywhere, at least on the Lower East Side. Even



today on certain street corners, between Canal and Houston, in certain
coffeehouses and meeting spots, outside certain delicatessens, it is the
language of public conversation, for heaven’s sake.

The Orchard Café and Dairy Restaurant is one such certain place where
Yiddish is king. A Lower East Side institution. It is the domain of the “alter
kockers” as Aaron calls these weathered old men. White hair, silver hair, no
hair left at all. Many of them men who have transplanted their bodies but
not their souls from the old country. They are roosting here on the Lower
East Side, bent, round-shouldered, over their chessboards, their
backgammon games, slapping down cards and poking pegs into their
cribbage boards. They smoke and drink coffee together and deliberate. The
State of Israel, the state of Zionism, the state of Jewish socialism, all topics
of debate and examination. And they argue. They argue as if they are
deciding an ancient biblical grudge over the general decline of everything.
Especially literature! Especially art! Especially the Yiddish theater !
Especially the quality of the potato knish now that you can buy it frozen in
the grocery like those ummeglich little pizza pies!

Entering the revolving door, Rachel inhales the aroma of stewed cabbage,
chopped liver, and boiled kreplach floating in chicken stock. The Miltown
had been doing its work. Crossing Orchard Street, she’d felt confident that
she could tolerate the stress of sussing out her uncle’s ulterior motives.
Even on the train, she’d been paging through the catalog of possibilities in
her head. Another gambling debt to a bookie has caught him short? (“These
are violent men, Ruchel.”) Or does he need to parade her as his daughter
again? (“Only for an hour to convince the bureaucracy. You’ll fill in a few
forms and put up a small fee. It’s nothing.”) Or will it be another
investment. (“Really, it’s an opportunity for you, Rashka, as much as me.
And for only a few dollars.”) She only hopes that whatever it is, she can
keep her lies to Aaron about it to a minimum. In preparation, she’s already
sketched out a lie or two in her head. (“It was nothing. He needed a few



dollars for a doctor’s appointment. His anemia, you know.” Or “He was
hoping to make a small donation to the Jewish Immigrant Fund. In
repayment for what they did for us.”)

But when she spots her uncle seated in the corner, she feels her heart drop,
and no dosage of Miltown can deter her grief. In the Berlin of decades past,
his hubris had made him a charming rogue of the art world, sleek, well--
barbered, and immaculately tailored, the king of every room he entered. A
man who could reserve the best tables in restaurants from Kempinski’s in
the Kurfiirstendamm to the Adlon at the Pariser Platz. Now the vacuum left
by the disappearance of the Old World has made him a caricature. A
shmittshik! Now he is, at best, a charming charity case. At worst? An
opnarer. A shifty operator, with the hunger of an alley cur and the cunning
of a wounded fox.

He sits, smoking in his chair at the Orchard Café, his face guarded by a
blank scowl. He is thin and bony. His clothes lend him the look of a
scarecrow. His hair, once lush, dark, and pomaded, is brittle and shot
through with streaks of white, and his jaw is carelessly shaven. Still, the
moment he spots Rachel, the dybbuk of his past returns, animating Feter’s
limbs and his character. He leaps to his feet, and his eyes ignite with a
bright reflection of the old days when he treated his little niece to a plate of
nussecken at Karl Kutschera’s Konditorei Wien under a grand, lead-crystal
chandelier.

“Rokhl, my treasure,” he calls her, and in that instant, she fights the urge
to flee, but her mother appears just long enough to scold her for her fears.

Whatever he’s up to, Rokhl, your feter is still your family, she reminds.
Your blood.

Rachel says nothing. She sometimes finds him at his cribbage board,
ready to double skunk all comers, but today he occupies his Stammtisch,
back against the mural of the old Hester Street Market, alone with his coffee
cup and the last bite of an egg cookie tucked into the saucer.



It was a miracle that they were reunited after the war, Feter and Rachel.
For months, she had assumed that her uncle was farshtorbn. Mausetot zu
sein. It was no secret that transport to the east meant death. But her D.P.
camp was the largest in the American zone, and the Jewish population was
swelling. Feter was thin as smoke, reading the camp newspaper printed in
Yiddish when she found him. She had not shed a tear in so long. Not even
when Eema was taken from her. Her tears had simply evaporated, but
suddenly, at the sight of his emaciated face, tears surged from her like an
ocean. It is said that believing that miracles occur is foolishness, but
believing that miracles are not possible is blasphemy.

Feter Fritz is clasping her hands warmly and conducting her through the
crowded room toward an empty chair, asking, “Are you hungry? No? Can I
offer you a coffee? A deviled egg with paprika. No? Please, there must be
something,” he insists.

“No,” she tells him. “No, nothing, Feter. Nothing, thank you.” She doesn’t
want him spending a nickel on her, because how many nickels can he have?
His fingernails are dirty, which makes Rachel sad. Her uncle was once
immaculate in his grooming. But there is a fragility about him now. At
home, she scrimps with her housekeeping money so she can slip him a few
dollars when required. She buys her husband margarine at the store instead
of butter. Instant coffee over ground. She defends her uncle against Aaron’s
suspicions and even against her own. All this she does in support of his
pretenses, even though this morning he seems bent on proving that his
poverty, his feeble impact on the world, has reduced his once-superior
instincts for art and business to a shady caricature. A man with a head full
of grimy intrigues and a shoebox of crumpled dollars.

Silverware clinks, and conversations rumble about them. An ancient
waiter has appeared tableside. Gray hair thinning, features broadening with
age, earlobes elongating. “So, for the gentleman. You want the lentil and
bean soup,” he says to Feter Fritz, not a question.



“Thank you, Alf. You always know.”

Turning to Rachel. “And the little missus? A blintz.”

“No. Thank you, Mr. Fishman, nothing.”

The old schlepper can’t credit this. In Yiddish, he asks her, “Nit afilu a
moyl?” Not even a mouthful?

“Just a tea,” says Rachel.

“She’s artistic, Alfie,” her uncle explains.

“So I know. But even Rembrandt ate a bagel, didn’t he?” A fatalistic
shrug. “Okay. One bowl of soup, one cup of tea. I’ll see what I can coax
from the kitchen.”

Rachel breathes inwardly. Silently. The Miltown is doing its work. She is
a candle flame balanced on the tip of a wick. “So, Feter,” she begins. “Let’s
not beat about the bush, the two of us. Tell me, please. What is the reason
you’ve asked me here?”

“The reason? Well, the reason is that you’re my family, Rashka. Is that so
hard to accept, I wonder? An uncle likes to see his niece on occasion.”

“And so you see me, Feter,” she says. “Here I am. Now what is the other
reason?” she asks, though doesn’t she already know? Moolah, bubala! Kies
und Shotter! The old Berliner bywords: Ohne Moos, nix los! Without moss,
nothing happens!

“Should I be stung by your tone, Rokhl?” her feter wonders with a careful
smile. “Since when is my niece so cynical?”

A small shrug in reply. “You called me? I came.”

“Fine,” he says flatly, down to business. “I don’t want to say a big word,”
the man confides with intimate restraint. “But I believe, Rashka,” he tells
her. “I believe that I have discovered one of your mother’s lost
masterpieces.”

Rachel feels herself grow cold. Her fingers go numb as she gazes back at
her uncle’s face. She knows he is searching for some reaction. Perhaps he is
hoping for even a small surge of surprise—or, dare it be imagined, a spark



of joy. But this blunt dumbness that has struck her is all she can offer,
forcing her uncle to ask the question directly. “Do you know what that will
mean, Rokhl?”

“Mean?” Rachel repeats. Does it mean that there is some proof remaining
of her eema’s brilliance? Does it mean that her eema’s reputation will be
resurrected from the footnotes of art history texts? Does it mean that a part
of Eema has survived beyond the quarrelsome specter that Rachel raises
from the ashes? But all Feter’s shrunken perspective and empty pockets can
permit him to whisper is “It could be worth a tidy fortune.”

“Which one is it?” This is really the only question that’s important to her.
Which painting has survived? Her mind races through an inventory of
possibilities. The unfinished portrait of Rathenau interrupted by his
assassins? The portrait of Harry von Kessler, le célebre comte libéral,
holding his dachshund on his lap? The bespectacled impressionist Ernst
Oppler, painted the year before his death? Or could it be the actress Brigette
Helm, armored from the neck down in her costume as the
Maschinenmensch in Metropolis?

“You must tell me, Feter.” She removes a cigarette from the packet of
Camels from her coat. She often carries things like men do, in her pockets,
but she must open her bag to find matches. “You need to tell me which,” she
insists, searching anxiously, her Miltown calm shredded and the cigarette
dangling from her lips.

Feter Fritz, however, is circumspect. He seizes the opportunity to
prevaricate by igniting her cigarette with the snap of a lighter that features a
Pepsi-Cola bottle cap, part of the collection of accoutrements that underpin
his frayed elegance. “Let’s say for now,” he suggests, “that all I can tell you
is...it’s one of her major works.”

“So I will recognize it?”

“Oh, yes.” He nods with smug certainty. “Oh, yes, you will quite
definitely recognize it, tohkter,” he tells her, adopting that oh-so-charming



and yet quite irritating custom of old-world men, addressing young women
as daughter. It’s a term of “affection” but also intended to detract from
Rachel’s competence in this conversation by juvenilizing her. All in good
time, child, it says. It’s a sticky matter for experts, not for les demoiselles.
For now, he’s said all that he dares.

“So that is all I’'m permitted to know?” she asks with a frown.

Well. Her uncle expels smoke with manly dignity. Perhaps there is one
more thing he admits he should mention. And that’s when it comes. The
meat of the matter. “All I need is fifty,” Feter informs her.

“Fifty?”

“Dollars, Rashka,” her uncle clarifies gently, as if Rachel may be sweetly
dense. And then to add a splatter of grease to the skillet, he declares that
“the fool in possession has not a whiff.” A shmegegi is how he describes
this man. “He thinks the value is in the frame, a gilded monstrosity,” Feter
sneers cozily. “The poor shlub has no idea what he has.”

“And who—" Rachel starts to press but silences herself when the ancient
schlepper appears.

“One cup Visotskis Tey for the big eater,” he announces dubiously as he
delivers Rachel’s tea on saucer. “Plus one bowl lentil bean for the regular.
And don’t worry,” he adds, setting it down in front of Feter. “It’s
Wednesday. The cook never spits in the soup on Wednesday. It’s bad luck.”

Feter ejects an affected laugh at this, perfected over decades of charming
waiters, hotel porters, and doormen. “Thank you, Alf. And my compliments
to the chef, of course.”

“Still nothing for the little missus?” the man inquires.

“Still nothing,” Rachel tells him.

A shrug. If she says so. And he slumps away. Only then does Rachel bear
down on her question. “And who possesses this masterpiece, Feter?” she
pushes. “Who exactly?”



But once more, her uncle bats her question away. “A nobody,” he
declares. “A bedbug from a pawnshop. I could shout his name from a
rooftop, and he’d still be anonymous.”

“Is it the place on West Forty-Seventh Street? Where you lost your
diamond stickpin?”

“Unimportant,” he declares in between loud slurps of soup. His table
manners disappeared at Auschwitz and never really returned. Rachel draws
a breath deeply into her chest before releasing it. Her feter must sense a
quickening resistance on her part, or at least a confusion of emotions,
because he sets his spoon into the bowl and alters his tone sympathetically.

“I know I’m asking a great deal,” he is willing to concede.

“Yes.”

“Fifty dollars? It’s a significant sum.”

“Yes.”

“Especially when money doesn’t grow on trees,” he agrees. “But, child.
Think of it. A canvas painted by your mother’s hand, surviving. A part of
her legacy, undestroyed.” And here he strategically allows his cuff line to
expose the tip of the number tattooed onto his forearm. A reminder of his
suffering that his niece was spared.

Rachel swallows a small rock. “Yes,” she says, her eyes now gleaming
with tears.

“You won’t regret it, zeisele. Fifty dollars? In the long run, it will be
nothing.”

“But you must tell me, Feter,” she insists, wiping her eyes. “You must tell
me. Which one is it?” Vos moler iz ir geredt vegn? “Which one has
survived?”

Suddenly, her feter looks hunted. A moment before, his expression was
animated. His voice excited by desire and manipulation. But now his eyes
darken, and she can read in them that he’s calculating how to answer. How
not to answer. So she is forced to read his mind. She knows he intends to



keep her heartstrings thrumming. But he must be fearful too—what if he
reveals too much? Will he frighten her off? What if, of all the paintings her
eema ever produced, what if there is one so volatile in memory, so
dangerous in its passion, that Rachel might bolt from her chair at the very
mention of it and flee into the street? What if such a painting exists? And
what if after all the decades, after all the blood and black smoke and burnt
history, what if it has survived? Without realizing it, Rachel has clamped
her hand over her own mouth as if to stop herself from uttering another
word. She feels a breathtaking horror. An exhilarating, electrifying moment
of panic.

Rachel’s hand slips from her mouth to her throat. “It’s her.”

Her feter huffs out a breath to forestall a panic. “Rashka,” he says.

But Rachel’s eyes have gone oily black. “Tell me the truth, Feter. The
painting. It’s her.” Her breath shortens.

“She’s dead, Rashka,” Feter is compelled to remind her.

“That was never proven.”

“Yes. It was. She committed suicide in Russian custody,” her uncle insists.
“Hanged herself in a Red Army cell. She can’t hurt you any longer, Rashka.
You must realize that.”

Rashka is searching her bag and pulls out the bottle of Miltown.

“Now what’s this?” A frown. “A potion pill? I thought you were over
that, Ruchel.”

“It’s a prescription, Feter,” Rachel answers firmly, swallowing a capsule
dry. “From my doctor.” She is suddenly sick of Feter Fritz. Sick of his
opinions from the old country. Sick of his paternal posing and the devious
nature of his affection. “I don’t need your criticism.”

“Rokhl,” he says, speaking her name defensively.

“Promise me she is dead, Feter,” she demands, her eyes swelling with
tears. “Promise me.”

“Oh, my child.” Feter sounds pained but also alarmed.



“Even if it’s a lie, promise me,” she begs. “Promise me she’s dead.”

“I promise you, Rokhl,” her uncle swears, “that she can’t hurt you any
longer. This I can promise. Never again.”

She is yanking a handkerchief from her coat pocket. Mopping herself up.
“I’m sorry,” she starts to repeat. “I’m sorry. I’'m sorry.”

“No. No apologies. No apologies,” he tells her, his tone comforting but
his expression distressed. “You should go home. You’re overwrought. I’'m
sure it’s these pills. Doctor and pills—they put a person on edge.” He
comforts her in an overbearing manner, makes excuses for her teary
eruption, though at the same time, he is preparing to make his escape. A
crying woman in a public place—vos farlegnheyt!

Rachel glares blankly at him. She feels shame like she feels anger—deep
down in the middle of her heart.

“Perhaps your old uncle should be going in any case,” Feter declares as he
stands, abandoning his bowl of lentil bean. Setting his old roll-brim at its
customary angle on his head, he slides his tweedy coat over his shoulders.
“Consider my request, Rashka,” he offers softly. “For what does money
matter, compared to the chance to restore your mother’s name to its proper
standing? Imagine that, Rashka, within your grasp.” And with that, Feter
Fritz is sailing toward the door and the gritty traffic of East Broadway,
leaving his niece with the bill.



3.

God Laughs

A person plans and God laughs. This is what’s said. Rachel is standing in a
weak drizzle outside a shop window on 47th Street, her head covered by a
rain scarf. The grimy glass is dotted with the same sprinkle of raindrops that
she blinks away from her eyelashes. A display of once-coveted objects fills
the window, objects traded for cash loans, now ticketed with price tags.
Over the door, a sign features a troika of golden balls hanging from a bar.
The ancient symbol of the pawnbroker.

A bell jangles as she pushes into the shop. The glassed-in counters are
filled with more of the hocked treasures never collected: watches, rings,
necklaces, silver plate, precious brooches, all the sad glitter. The rest of the
shop resembles a cluttered attic filled with items slowly devolving into
junk. Appliances, a dress dummy, musical instruments hung from nails,
cameras, vacuum cleaners, a dragoon’s saber, ugly prints in ugly frames, a
stuffed bear’s head mounted on the wall. The bear growls glass-eyed at
eternity.

A man with a cigarette in his mouth appears, squinting one-eyed through
the smoke. He wonders what he can do for her in a slack-jawed manner. His
hair is in need of a trim or at least a shampoo. His chin is pimply. He’s tall
and slouches and wears a brown pullover, frayed at the cuffs, and a closed--



collar shirt. This must be the bedbug. The anonymous little man of Feter’s
description.

“I’m looking for a painting,” she tells him.

He sniffs, removes the cigarette from his lips, and taps ash into a dirty
enamel ashtray. “Yeah? Okay. Paintings I’ve got. What’re you looking for?
Something for what? Like over the sofa? Over the mantel?”

Rachel swallows. She brushes her rain-damp hair away from her
forehead. She looks up at the bear. “Is that real?”

“Oh, you mean Smokey Bear up there?” The bedbug smiles. “Yeah, he’s
real. Shot him myself when he tried to kick my campfire out,” he offers.
Rachel looks back at him without comprehension.

“It’s a particular painting,” she reveals. “A painting of a woman.”

“Oh, so it’s something you know we’ve got. Why didn’t ya say so?” he
asks. Rachel licks her lips. She finds it hard to describe, she tells him. But
what she doesn’t tell him is that she finds it hard to describe because finding
it terrifies her. That it could have survived, indestructible. That it could have
followed her here to America.

“It’s a painting of a woman,” she repeats. “A painting of a girl. She was
only a girl back then. A teenager. Painted all in monochrome. All in red.”

Oh, and now the bedbug gets it. “Ah, red. Sure! You mean the nudie,” he
announces with a touch of emphasis that is both lecherous and disdainful.
“It’s in the back,” he tells her, parking his cigarette in the ashtray. “But I
gotta warn you, sweetheart,” he prepares her. “It ain’t exactly cheap.”
Disappearing through a door marked PRIVATE, he leaves it standing open
so he can still talk. “And I should also mention? I’ve already got an
interested buyer on the hook for it. But here we go. Let’s give it a look,
because why not?”

Rachel feels a wave of panic strong enough to pull her under. She’s not
ready. Not ready to see that face again. Not in her mother’s painting. A



voice emerges from the past inside her head. A woman’s voice. A purring,
menacing voice:

Wo ist dein Stern, Liebchen?

Where is your star, little darling?

Rushing toward the door, Rachel pushes it open as the bell jangles and the
damp air strikes her face. But she is stopped by the figure of her mother,
blocking her exit, naked, a victim of the Konzentrationslager, her hair
nothing but a cropped scrub of gray, her yellowed, pockmarked skin gloved
tightly over her skeleton, and her eyes oily with death.

“Hey, where you goin’?” the bedbug wants to know. “You wanna see this
thing or not?”

She stares starkly into the pit of her mother’s gaze, then turns swiftly, eyes
wet with fear. “I’ll see it,” she says. Rachel steps back into the shop, her
breath a slow bellows in her chest. She approaches the counter with the
reluctance of the condemned.

Her mother always favored large canvases. They made her feel at ease
with her subject and with herself. Herr Lemberg, the Galician Jew who
constructed her frames, also stretched her canvases, always according to la
standard francaise for sizing. Eema insisted that painting on anything
smaller than une toile de quarante gave her hand cramps.

The canvas that faces Rachel now is trapped in an ugly gilded salon
frame. But it must be une toile de cinquante. A canvas of fifty. Converting
to American measurement? An approximation would be called three feet by
four feet, standing taller than little Rashka stood when it was first painted.

She hasn’t set eyes upon this painting in nearly twenty years, but she
remembers as vividly as she would remember a lightning strike.

Even as a child, she liked to watch her mother at work in her studio.
Every canvas began simply with the application of an imprimatur of
Dammar varnish and turpentine. Then a dry-brush underpainting of umber
followed by what was then called la couche morte. The Dead Layer. An



underpainting of grays. Once applied, the hidden palette of the work would
lift the colors of her brushwork into the heavenly realms of translucence.

The figure before her throbs off the canvas.

A sensual inferno of red pigments. It both repulses Rachel and draws her
in. The long, willowy body. The beatific face with the untamed eyes of a
leopard. Persephone erupting from the Underworld. La muse du rouge. She
glares at it as if staring straight into a furnace.

“So for a lousy fifty bucks, I wrap it up,” the bedbug informs her. “And
this little gem is all yours, hon. I’'m sure it’ll kill over your sofa.”

Rachel blinks. Her eyes shoot to this skinny specimen with his buggy
eyes.

He presses. “So what’ll it be?”

Rachel’s head is a tangle. She is desperate to flee, desperate to return to a
world where her mother’s work has been completely incinerated by the
past. But knowing this piece has survived...this terrifying canvas. How will
she live now without it?

“Fifty dollars,” she repeats blankly back to the man. She has, perhaps, a
dollar in her billfold, plus a quarter in her change purse and a couple of
vending machine tokens. Fifty dollars, when they pay eighty-nine dollars a
month for their apartment? How can she possibly lay hands on such a sum?
She could try to what? Raid Aaron’s wallet at night after he undresses, even
though she knows he doesn’t carry more than cab fare.

She could write a check. She thinks there’s some money in their checking
account, because Aaron was paid last Friday, but that would leave them too
broke to cover their rent and monthly bills. The only possibility that
remains is the twenty dollars her husband has stashed in his copy of the
Merriam-Webster Dictionary. Only for emergencies. “Rainy-day cash” he
calls it. Well, it is a day, and it is raining.

“Will you take less?” she probes.

The bedbug looks confused by the word. “Less?”



“I can give you twenty dollars. In cash.”

“First off,” he tells her, “I only deal in cash when I’'m selling to women.
Even the pretty ones, sorry to say. I’ve been screwed too many times by
husbands canceling their wives’ checks. And second, why should I accept
less? For chrissake, the frame alone is worth more than twenty.”

“How about thirty? If I can get your thirty dollars in your hand?”

Retrieving his cigarette from the ashtray, he spills ash onto the counter.
“Sorry, baby. Fifty shekels. That’s it.”

“This is my mother’s painting,” Rachel hears herself announce.

The bedbug looks at her like maybe she’s just lost her head in front of
him.

“My mother. She painted this,” she declares with greater purpose. “You
see—that’s her signature. Right at the bottom.” She points at a series of
parallel strokes. “LML. That’s how she signed everything! Lavinia
Morgenstern-Landau. Morgenstern, her husband’s name, and Landau, her
father’s name!” Is she shouting?

The bedbug still looks confused and maybe a bit perturbed. “Okay, okay,
just calm down for a sec, will you? No need to have a cow, lady.”

A cow? Rachel shakes her head. “What does that mean?”

“It means give me a minute to think for cryin’ out loud,” he tells her and
then snorts out a breath. “Okay, so look,” he says, setting the painting down
on a chair below the glass-eyed bear head. “Let me get this straight. You
say this thing was your mother’s?”

“Yes.”

“That she painted it?”

“She did.”

“And you can prove it?”

“Prove it? Prove what? That I am my mother’s daughter?”

“Yeah, 1 guess. Just that,” the bedbug confirms. “That Lavinia whoever.
Husband’s name, father’s name, whatever. That it’s true, ya’ know? Show



me a driver’s license or something.”

Rachel licks her lips. “I don’t drive. Anyway, my name is different now.”

He grins, catching on to the con. “Oh, uh-huh. I get it. Different.”

“I’'m married. I’m a U.S. citizen now. My name is different.”

“So no proof,” the bedbug concludes.

No proof. How can she have proof? All the proof of her life before was
either stolen or incinerated. How can she prove a thing? She tries to speak,
but no words are forthcoming. Only tears. And maybe the tears are enough
to wipe the smirk from the bedbug’s punim. Finally, maybe, he finds a drop
or two of pity in his heart.

“Okay, okay,” he is repeating. “No need for the waterworks. I get it.
Things get emotional,” he decides. “But you gotta understand, honey.” And
he says this almost pleadingly. “I’m running a business here.”

Rachel sniffs, wipes her nose on her coat sleeve like a child. “What about
forty?” she says and blinks. “What if I can get you forty dollars...”

“Forty?” The bedbug speaks the word like it pains him. But then he puffs
out a breath, deflating. “H’okay. If you get me forty—in cash. Then I’'ll cut
you some slack. All right?”

Rachel swallows. Sniffs again, tries to force out a small smile of gratitude.
“All right,” she agrees.

“But you better not take your time about it. Like I said, I got another
buyer for this item. Farshteyn? I’d like to sell it to you over him, but if he
walks in here with a fuftsik in his hand before you get back?” The bedbug
shrugs. “Like I said. I’'m running a business.”

This time when the bell jangles in honor of her exit, the rain has quit and
a pale sun peeks out from the clouds. Her belly is tight. She can understand
her uncle Fritz’s frustration. His desire foiled by money or the lack thereof.
On the 42nd Street Shuttle, she makes her calculations. And good news, she
finds that she has a five-dollar bill in her billfold! Five dollars! A New York
miracle! Add that to the rainy-day twenty, and she’s only fifteen dollars



short. But fifteen dollars? That’s nearly a week’s worth of groceries. She
could write a check at the bank and hope for another miracle to cover their
bills. Or simply let them turn off the electricity for a month. Would that be
so bad?

The D.P.W. is doing some kind of work on Delancey Street. A man with a
jackhammer is pulverizing the pavement. It’s deafening. Obliterating.
Rachel can’t think; she can only endure as the chatter of the pneumatic
hammer pounds inside her skull. Down in the subway, the platform is
sparsely populated. She sits alone on a bench, smoking, waiting on the
Sixth Avenue Express. Her guilt is a secret weight she carries. She accrues
it daily simply by breathing, because she will never be absolved of her
crime. The crime committed by a Little Goat in a little café up the
Friedrichstrasse.

kg

January 1944, the fifth year of the war. The Tommies have attacked the so--
called Gustav Line in Italy. The Red Army has breached the border of
Poland, and it’s only a matter of time before American and British forces
invade the French coastline. The military situation is slowly disintegrating.
Germany is losing the war to the Allies. But the war against the Jews? That
war is still pursued with fervor. The rumor mills agree: transports to the east
continue on schedule from Berlin’s Grunewald Station.

The windows of the Café Bollenmiiller are frosted over. The noise of the
lunchtime service fills the air as steam rises from pots of coffee brewed
from ground acorns. An accordionist plays a Berliner favorite, “Du, du,
liegst mir im Herzen.” A din of conversation from the crowd rises from the
tables, but there is a certain tension in the room. Sharing the table with
Rashka, Eema looks as exhausted and threadbare as everybody else but also
hunted. And she is hunted in a literal sense. Like an animal set loose in the
brush and pursued by hounds.



Rashka is sixteen now. She has grown into a thin adolescent, molded by
the crushing routine of everyday terror. A terror that’s only been amplified
since Eema unstitched the stars from their clothing—that yellow, six--
pointed Judenstern branding them as enemies of German blood. Eema
always regarded the star as a badge of shame, an indignity, and shedding it,
she assured Rashka, was a kind of victory. But Rashka is not so sure. Now
that it is gone from their clothing, she feels naked. The Shield of David has
been removed and she is unprotected, no longer under the pale of
regulations. A Jew discovered without a star, after all, is a Jew on the road
to a concentration camp.

Today they have come to the café so that Eema can negotiate some
rationing coupons from a black marketeer known as “Dickes Dora.” Fat
Dora, a Berliner’s joke, because the woman’s thin as a shadow. They are
here to spend money they can’t afford to lose. When Fat Dora arrives, Eema
girds herself for action. “Stay here, and don’t move,” she instructs her
daughter. “Understand?” But when Rashka doesn’t answer, her mother
doesn’t wait and leaves the girl sitting by herself.

From across the room, a redheaded woman is gazing at her. Why? Rashka
does not know. She cannot guess, but she gazes back. A lit cigarette stained
with lip rouge touches bright-red lips. She is quite handsomely dressed, this
woman, not in the normal wartime drudgery but in real glamour rags. A
sable-trimmed coat. A smart crimson day suit and a matching lady’s
Alpiner with a swooping brim. The black lace gloves are a most elegant
touch, exquisitely delicate. Rashka knows she will never obtain such
heights of beauty. That the best she will ever manage is a certain dark,
peasant comeliness due her from the Landau side of the family. Pretty,
maybe, with deep eyes, but she’ll never be so exquisite as the redheaded
Bathsheba who is now crossing the café and seating herself at Rashka’s
table with a scrape of a chair.



“Hallochen, Liebling,” the woman says with the smile of a hungry cat.
“Did your mummy leave you all alone?”

A sharp jolt. Only now at this intimate degree of proximity does Rashka
feel a burn of confusion as she recognizes the beautiful face. La muse du
rouge, her eema once called her. Though she’s famous now by another
name given her by the Jews whom she hunts. Der Rote Engel she is called.

The Red Angel.



4.

The Episode

Her shrink’s office is on the Upper East Side just past the planned site for
the new Guggenheim Museum. The entrance is down a short flight of
granite steps. An elegantly varnished door to a cellar office in a soapstone
apartment house. A discreet brass plaque is fixed to the door. DAVID A.
SOLOMON, MD, PSYD. Inside, the framed diplomas on his office wall
confirm his degrees from Columbia and Harvard School of Medicine, a rare
Ivy League accomplishment for a Jew of his generation. Also, a framed
wartime certificate commissions “Lt. Col. David Albert Solomon” as a
“Psychiatric Consultant of the First Service Command.”

He is supposed to be part of the solution, Dr. Solomon. The blinds are
drawn, filtering light. It’s a well-appointed space. Built-in shelves crowded
with books. Dr. Solomon is a balding, straight-backed mensch with a
gentlemanly beard fringing his jawline. He sits with a notepad on his knee,
a quiet, thoughtful presence, yet he wields a probing gaze. Always trying to
exploit the cracks in her story. Always trying to bore into the holes in her
heart. He has good eyes, though, behind those horn-rims. She does not
dislike him, but of course neither does she trust him.

He maintains a calm posture. Nothing is ever rushed. Even his diagnosis
sounds like a suggestion. Stress response syndrome. It’s a new category



usually reserved for men mustered out of the army, where it was called
battle fatigue and shell shock. But stress response syndrome? That doesn’t
sound too terrible. “People have stress, and they respond to it” is what her
husband has decided. “Who doesn’t?” he’d added. “You put a burger on a
burner? It cooks. Turn up the heat? It burns.” She knows that this is how
Aaron has learned to accept his bad luck at marrying a poor meshugana
refugee from Berlin-Wilmersdorf instead of the good Jewish girl from
Flatbush that his mother had certainly envisioned for him.

After the Episode at the department store, her confinement to the
madhouse is a blur of unreality. A harrowing remembrance of being locked
up between gray walls facing a gray steel door. Later she would be
informed that it was for her own protection, that she had been tied into a
straitjacket. The suffocating nature of such helplessness, of such intimate
imprisonment, is what pains her most. Sleeves fastened behind her back,
her arms wrapped tightly around her body without her consent. The
claustrophobia of a cocoon.

The blinds are drawn as they are always drawn in the doctor’s office. He
fills the opposing leather club chair, but silence stands between them.

“So you have nothing to say today,” Dr. Solomon deduces.

The painting, she thinks. She sees it in her mind’s eye. The flush crimsons
and scarlets of her mother’s palette. The luminous female gaze from the
canvas, drilling into her. “Must I,” she wonders aloud, “always have
something to say?”

“No. Not always.” And then he asks, “Did something happen?”

“Such as what something?”

“Something that has upset you?”

In her mind, she hears the whisper. Wo ist dein Stern, Liebchen?

Rachel replies to the doctor, “Not a thing.”

Dr. Solomon removes his horn-rims and must rub his eyes as if rubbing
away her obfuscation. “Rachel,” he says. He seldom speaks her name with



such weight. “It seems to me that something has changed.”

“Really? Changed how?”

“In our discussions. Since I suggested that you start painting again,
What’s the word he’s going to choose?

»

you’ve become more...
“Resistant,” he tells her.

“No, Dr. Solomon. You’re wrong,” she says.

“Am I?” He slips his glasses back into place. “Still. I can’t but feel that
there is something you’re avoiding. Something you’re denying, even to
yourself.”

“That I’'m crazy?”

“No. Sometimes I think you say things like that—use the word ‘crazy’—-
not as a provocation but more as a diversion.” And then he says, “There
was a Dutch psychiatrist, after the war, named Eliazar de Wind. He’d been
sent to a concentration camp by the Nazis, but he was one of the few who
lived to be liberated. As a result of his experiences, he developed a theory
that he called ‘KZ syndrome,’ describing the pathological aftereffects that
often afflict those who endure such trauma.”

“But I wasn’t in a concentration camp, Doctor,” Rachel is quick to point
out. “That was my mother. That was my uncle.”

“Regardless, I think my point applies. Think of your scrapbook of air
disasters, Rachel. Think of your elevated levels of anxiety and depression.
Your chronic nightmares. Your mood swings and loss of motivation. Even
your breakdown at the department store. All these indicators suggest that
you are suffering from what might be termed ‘the guilt of the survivors.’
Think of all those who died at the hands of the Nazis. Millions that we
know of. Yet you did not. Why?”

For an instant, Rachel thinks he might be about to answer that question.
Why? For an instant, Rachel believes he might be about to grant her some
kind of absolution. Some psychological escape mechanism that will wipe
the slate clean for her. But it turns out that all he has is the question itself.



Why? A question to which she already knows the answer. Why? She
survived because of her crime. The crime that saved her life.

No seats. Rachel is hanging again from a strap in the subway, her mind a
jumble. Returning home, she is pursued by memories. Memories of Berlin.
Memories of war. The noise of the lunchtime service at the Café
Bollenmiiller off the Friedrich. The accordion player, squeezing out “Du,
du, liegst mir im Herzen.” Sitting with her mother, hoping for a roll and a
cup of hot milk. The café is an enticement for Jews in hiding. U-boats they
are called. Submarine Jews on the run, who have submerged beneath the
surface of the city in a bid to escape the transports east.

The Bollenmiiller is a place they come to bargain for needed hiding
places, black-market rationing coupons, falsified identity papers. All such
items are on the menu here, in addition to ersatz coffee and pastries baked
from potato dough. But the U-boats come also to escape the arduous life on
the streets. To discreetly trade in gossip or simply settle quietly for a few
precious moments and pretend. Pretend that they are still who they once
were. Pretend that they can reinhabit their vanished lives just long enough
to enjoy a fleeting respite from reality over a taste of Baumkuchen. But
Eema is too anxious for that. And there is no money to waste on hot milk or
a roll for her daughter.

Pulling into the 59th Street station, a seat opens up, and Rachel takes it.
Beside her, a pair of well-dressed middle-aged women chat lightly. Their
white-gloved hands grip the handles of their shopping bags, each decorated
by a spray of Bonwit Teller violets. Rachel inhales a wisp of Essence of
Lilac, one of the favorite house scents at the perfume counter. On the
morning of the Episode, she had spritzed herself with the same scent at
home, the bottle an anniversary gift from Aaron that she’d picked out for
herself. But she had been a tad too exuberant with it, and she smelled it on



herself all day. All day and then all night, locked up in the bin like a
dangerous animal, stinking of sweat and Essence of Lilac.

Even after a year, Rachel can relive the trauma of the event at will. She
can call every moment into a fever of the present tense.

On the morning of the Episode, she is looking into the mirror above her
vanity and asks Aaron about a scarf. It is a zebra print, this scarf, like the
one she has seen Audrey Hepburn wearing in Vogue, and she has it loosely
wrapped around her neck. But maybe it is too much for the sales floor at
Bonwit Teller? They are supposed to be stylishly dressed, but not so stylish
that they detract from the merchandise. So she asks her husband: Is it too
much? He looks at her, his eyebrows raised in appraisal as he buttons his
shirt cuffs, but all he has to offer is, “I dunno, honey. It’s a scarf. Looks fine
to me.”

“You are such a fat help,” she declares crossly, whipping the scarf from
her neck.

“A big help,” he corrects.

“What?”

“I’m such a big help.”

“No,” she says. “You are not.”

Riding the train into work, Rachel is still incensed that Aaron is so poorly
equipped to live life with a woman. Displaying herself like a mannequin
modeling the scarf, she had been willing to submit herself to his judgment,
and yet he had carelessly shrugged her off. Simply tossed the opportunity
into the trash like he was tossing the wadded remains of the mail into the
wastebasket.

The front entrance of Bonwit Teller is a spacious, modern portico under a
limestone deco facade that rises austerely twelve stories above the sidewalk.
Flashing glass doors revolve like cylinders of light in the bright sunshine.
But that’s for customers. Employees enter through a featureless door on



56th Street. The corridor is vivid with the sterile glow from the overhead
fluorescents.

Rachel waits with the women queuing for their turn to punch in, listening
to the mechanical ka-thunk of the time-clock stamp repeating itself in an
assembly-line rhythm. Ka-thunk, stop, ka-thunk, stop, ka-thunk.

From the Fifth Avenue entrance, the grand dames themselves arrive to
cruise the richly carpeted interior boulevards of the store. These are not the
wily shoppers come to wrangle tooth and nail over bargains in Klein’s on
Union Square. These are the ladies who have come to rack up towering
charges to their accounts at the gleaming glass carousels of first floor fine
jewelry and the perfume counters under the luminosity of ornamental
chandeliers. These are the ladies who have come to lunch on watercress
sandwiches in the Caffe Orsini, second floor, sip coffee from Italian demi--
cups as a pageant of shapely young models, their daughters’ age, parade the
best-selling creations of the Bonwit label for their perusal, fourth floor
collections. These are the ladies who have come to consider their reflections
in queenly mirrors, swathed in mink stoles and sable coats, second floor,
West 57th Street wing.

On the sales floor, Rachel is covering for Suzy Quinlan—seventh floor,
Miss Bonwit Jr.: junior dresses, junior sportswear, junior coats and
accessories. Normally, Rachel works a different department: La Boutique,
third floor bed and bath shop. But today, since they are so shorthanded with
Gladys Mulberry down with a cold and Nancy Kirk having quit after her
engagement, the floor walker, Mr. Bishop, has assigned Rachel to cover the
section while Suzy catches a quick bite down in the store commissary.
Rachel is busy refolding a white knit cardigan embroidered with pink and
red roses. Such a sweet little sweater for a damsel in first bloom. Assez
jolie. She feels the first pinch of heartbreak at this point yet ignores it.

When a customer appears, trailing a light mist of Yardley, she quickly
summons her smile. The lady is obviously a regular by her air of imperial



familiarity. She asks for Suzy by name but must settle for Rachel. She’s a
slim specimen creeping toward the autumn of her life, wearing an azure silk
blazer with snow-white gloves. She’s looking for a little something as a gift.
Just a little something for “my granddaughter, aged twelve,” the lady
whispers, obviously unprepared for the news to leak that she could have
reached such a grandmaternal age. She displays waxy bright lips that
crinkle when she smiles. Hair expensively dyed, eyebrows erased and
replaced by perfect penciled-in arches. Obviously, a woman denying her
age.

Rachel maintains her smile for the lady as she has coached herself to do.
Even if she’s not on commission like the full-time staff, she has learned to
take satisfaction in the act of the transaction. Providing for customers’
desires permits her a feeling of utility that she seldom experiences
otherwise. Certainly not when she opens her sketch pad or—it shouldn’t
happen!—she is confronted by a blank canvas from the rack at Lee’s Art
Shop.

So Rachel is happy to oblige, ready to suggest the freshly folded
embroidered cardigan. An adorable choice, she calls it. Perfect for la jeune
fille about to enter her premiere rougeur de féminité. The lady compliments
her French. Votre francais est tres naturel, she tells Rachel. But the lady has
a roving eye. Something else has caught her attention. “Oh, I like this,” she
declares softly with an elevated chin, as if announcing the news to herself
alone. It’s a beret. A simple thing. The lady has lifted it from the padded
display stand and is modeling it for herself, boosting it aloft on her white--
gloved fingertips. She coos appreciatively. “Just darling. She’ll look si
parisien, tu ne trouves pas? Tout a fait chérie!”

Yes, Rachel nods. Tres charmante, such a thing. A burgundy beret. Eine
burgunderrote Baskenmiitze. Such a darling little thing. So stylish. So
Parisian. And so vulnerable, a girl at that age. So very vulnerable to the
world. So easily victimized. So easily extinguished.



Rachel doesn’t really remember what happens beyond that moment, once
the Episode begins. The darkness floods her consciousness and scalds her
heart. And then she sees the face. The innocent caramel-brown eyes. The
brunette braid and the burgundy beret. For so many years, she has kept the
memory of this face submerged. Suppressed. Locked in an iron vault. Yet
suddenly the past confronts her on the seventh floor of Bonwit Teller. The
schoolgirl is there before her, conjured from the past, her velvety eyes
staring out from death. Rachel feels the world turn on its ear. She hears the
sound of shattering glass. Hears a scream that might be her own or might
not be. Hears the lady shouting frantically. There’s blood splattering and a
trembling pain shooting through her hand. That’s the last thing she
remembers.

“Do you love your husbands, ladies?” This is the question posed by a
sweetly smug voice on the radio. “If you do, then you should serve him
only the finest of instant coffees, Imperial Blend. It’s freeze-dried for a
richer coffee taste!”

Gray light hangs outside the wrought-iron fire escape over West 22nd
Street like dingy, overbleached sheets clothespinned to a line. In honor of
the reappearance of her mother’s work, Rachel has decided it’s best to
destroy her own. Eema had always talked about her daughter’s God-given
talent, but again and again, the real lesson to be learned was that there was
only room for one superior artist in the space between them, and it was
never going to be Rashka. So Rachel has just set her latest shmittshik afire,
lighting it from the stove burner and washing the remains down the sink. It
made her feel good to burn it. A satisfying pain to see her own face turned
to char. Eingedschert is the word in German. Reduced to ashes.

Now she lights a cigarette to mask the smell of the burned paper as she
hears the sound of Aaron’s key in the door.



“I got you the vegetable lo mein,” he announces as he enters, crossing to
the kitchen table with the paper sack smelling of hot fish oils. He is wearing
his Brooks Brothers overcoat and a felt Alpiner with the silk headband and
a tufted feather. A narrow maroon necktie divides the crisp white of his
shirt, and he’s smoking a cigarette. But his face is blotchy and tired. The
end of the day, dealing with the Wednesday matinee crowd, dealing with
Leo’s craziness, dealing with the help. The grindstone. The salt mines. The
calamity before curtain time. That’s his joke. “You said to surprise you,
right? So surprise.” His voice is drained. He removes his cigarette from his
lips as he bends down to kiss her.

“Yuck,” she says.

“Yuck to the kiss or yuck to the lo mein?”

“The kiss. My husband tastes like an ashtray.”

“What a coincidence,” he says, screwing out his Lucky in the ashtray. “So
does my wife.” He sets the paper sack on the kitchen table and starts to
unload it. “Do we need plates?” he wonders. Sniffs at one of the cartons.

“Yes.” Rachel has opened the cabinet in the kitchen galley that stores
plates and cups. “I hate eating from the containers. They drip.” She clunks
the plates down on the table.

Aaron’s mother gave them this china as a wedding present. Eight place
settings of Syracuse China dinnerware, the Edmonton Blue Old Ivory
pattern, plus one sugar bowl and one creamer, the handle of which Rachel
has already had to reglue. Nice, but nothing too fancy, and good enough for
every day. “I’ve had the same set for fourteen years, and there’s hardly a
chip,” her mother-in-law had assured her confidentially, as if Aaron would
not possibly understand such intimately household matters, which was
absolutely correct.

Rachel can recall an evening as a child in Berlin when a young scion of a
poor but ennobled Viennese family was dining at their home. The young
man had insulted Eema with his impertinence by turning over his dinner



plate to examine the backstamp, as if he could hardly be expected to eat his
dinner off any dish that did not bear a crown mark. Fortunately for all
concerned, FEema’s porcelainware was Berlin KPM. Le Cabinet
Hohenzollern.

“What did you get?” Rachel asks Aaron.

“The kung pao shrimp.” He’s opened his container and picks out a shrimp
with his fingers, popping it into his mouth.

Setting down forks and paper napkins, she says, “So then you’ll be up
half the night with a sour belly.”

“You know, my mother didn’t eat a single shrimp until she was thirty-two
years old,” Aaron announces. “And it wasn’t ’cause she kept kosher, either,
’cause she didn’t. She just grew up in Flatbush.” He pops another shrimp in
mouth. “Who served shrimp on Utica Avenue?”

“And what if your mother saw her only son eating with dirty fingers?
Go,” she shoos him lightly. “Wash.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Rachel removes a pair of water glasses from the shelf and plants them on
the table. She is clinging to normal routine. Her normal paths of dialogue
with Aaron. The jolting discovery of her mother’s painting knocked her off
course. Home after the pawnshop, she had taken another two tablets of
Miltown, off schedule. But instead of feeling balanced, she feels brittle.
Vulnerable. The painting’s unwelcome incursion into the present has made
her defenseless against the intrusion of her own past. It has ignited her
memory of green eyes raw with feline hunger. The fiery red tresses. The
monstrous beauty of a murderess.

Eema called her la muse du rouge.

A red-haired feline, who possessed both la beauté de Vénus and le feu de
Feronia. But her name was not divine. It was Rosen. Angelika Rosen. A
pretty Jewish girl from the crooked streets of the Scheunenviertel, scarcely
nineteen when she first stood posing on the dais in Eema’s studio, more



slum-born than foam-born. And now the painting has emerged. That
terrifying, mesmerizing portrait in oils on canvas, which until that morning
had been lost to the bonfires of history. But now? Resurrected from its
ashes. A phoenix in an ugly frame, held captive in a pawnbroker’s prison
between Fifth and Sixth Avenues.

Yet how can Rachel possibly ransom it? Fifteen dollars short. Fifteen
dollars! And even if somehow dollars fall from heaven like manna and the
painting drops into her lap, what then will she do with it? She can’t give it
to Feter Fritz, because he’ll sell it to God knows who for either a minor
fortune or a bag of subway tokens, depending upon the madness of his
moment. But how can she herself dare keep it? Where will it go? In her
closet? Under the bed? And then what? It stays there until the eyes slowly
burn through the bedsprings and mattress and the bed goes up in flames?
Rashka had been a dusky little five-year-old when it was painted. Dark--
eyed and dark-haired. But even as a child, she had been captivated by those
wavy red tresses and jealous of them. Jealous, too, of the intensity this
maidel drew from her eema’s gaze. It’s easy to see the proof of that
intensity in the painting, even after twenty-some-odd years. Maybe she can
convince Aaron that she bought it from the Goodwill in the Village for
twenty cents. Or better yet, found it abandoned on the sidewalk beside the
trash.

Of course there is another solution. She can hear her own rage whisper
from deep inside her, urging her to destroy it. It’s a whisper that wants to
see it burnt. Reduced to ashes or torn to pieces. A whisper that presses her
to slash it into ribbons with the butcher knife from the kitchen drawer.
Wouldn’t that be justice? Though, for now, her guilt is stronger than this
whisper. Her guilty devotion to her mother. Her guilty terror of the dead.

Aaron lathers his hands in the kitchen sink with the sliver of Ivory Soap
while, for the umpteenth time, the radio is playing “The Ballad of Davy
Crockett,” prompting Aaron to break into song. “‘Day-vee—Day-vee



Crockett—Took a dump on the wild frontier.” I’m sorry I gotta turn this
off,” he says. Snapping off the volume, he wipes his hands on a dish towel.
“Any mail?”

Rachel plops the cardboard takeout containers on the plates. “A bill from
the electric company and a bill from the telephone company.”

“The two biggest crooks in town.”

Rachel opens the refrigerator. The old Kelvinator often emits a dull,
mechanical drone like it’s thinking too hard. “Will you have a beer?”

By now, Aaron has collapsed into his chair at the table. “Sure, why not?”

She snatches two Ballantine Ales from the back of the fridge with a light
clink of bottles and brings them to the table, where she sits and uses the
wood-handled opener to pop the caps. She tries to settle herself into the
streamlined mood that Miltown offers, but even after another eight hundred
milligrams, the painting has stirred her. She feels her blood churn too
recklessly, so she tries to center herself using Aaron as a touchstone, as she
so often does. The regular guy, her husband, a boychik from Brooklyn,
steady as a heartbeat. His face has filled out since they married. He’s lost
the boyish leanness of his cheeks he possessed in pictures while he was in
the service. Sometimes she spies on him as he checks his hair for threads of
silver in the bathroom sink. It makes him so human and so vulnerable.

But does she love him? Does she love her husband, ladies? Yes. Or at
least she loves much about him. The quietly invested way he reads the
newspaper. That thick disorder of his curls right after he wakes. Yes, she
loves those curls. The strength of his hands opening the unopenable jar of
Vlasic Kosher Dill Spears. And she depends on him too. She knows this.
She depends on his eccentricities. His tastes for salty and sour write her
shopping list. His restaurant hours underpin her nights and days. She
depends on his punchy wit, their snappy to-and-fro, and even their ongoing
arguments to give her structure that helps her breathe evenly on a daily
basis. She can imagine herself continuing to depend on him for the rest of



her life, though there are times when she suddenly goes dead to his touch.
When darkness overtakes her, and she knows that they will always be
separate, regardless of how long they are together. It makes her want to flee.
To escape it all. Aaron, the apartment, their furniture, the impossibly slow
drain in the kitchen sink. Herself.

Yes. If she can just keep running, perhaps she can escape herself as well.
Is such a thing possible?

“So,” Aaron says, busying himself opening the mail, ripping open the
envelopes with his fingers. “You got to your whatchamacallit today, right?”

Spooning out a large helping of rice for Aaron, Rachel raps the spoon
against his plate. “I don’t know. What is the whatchamacallit?”

“You know. Your appointment,” he says and frowns at a bill. He doesn’t
like to speak the word psychiatrist aloud.

Spooning out a small helping of rice for herself with only a light tap of
the spoon against her plate, she says, “You mean my appointment with the
shrink?”

“Do you have to call it that?”

“What do you want me to call it?”

“I dunno. Call it whatever. I’'m just asking is all.”

“Yes. I went,” she says. “I told you I would.”

“Okay, just checking up. If I'm gonna be laying out all this dough for
him...”

She spoons kung pao shrimp onto Aaron’s plate. “Yes. You must get your
money’s worth.”

Rachel spoons out her lo mein. “Do you want to use the chopsticks?”

Aaron waves them off with a shake of his head and uses his fork. Rachel
decides on the cheap takeout chopsticks and stirs her food absently.

“So what happened with your uncle?” her husband wonders out loud.

Rachel sniffs, frowns lightly at her plate.

“I mean, you saw him for a coffee someplace this morning, didn’t ya?”



“Yes,” she answers as if confessing.

“So how’d it go?”

She clips a bite of the lo mein with her chopsticks and lifts it from the
plate. “He doesn’t look so well,” she announces, causing a crease in her
brow. “I’m not sure how he’s been eating.” She chews, swallows, not
tasting.

Aaron sighs. “H’boy.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” he says and shovels in his food. “It’s only that I know what
that means. How much is it gonna cost me this time?”

“That’s an ugly thing to say. Must you make him sound like a beggar?”
Rachel despairs. “He’s the only family I still have.”

“Except for a husband and a whole mishpocha of in-laws,” Aaron points
out but then relents at the pained expression that strikes Rachel’s face.
“Okay, okay. Sorry. Not the same thing, I know. Sorry I brought it up.”

“It’s not the same thing,” she confirms.

“All right, please,” he begs, frowning over the bill from Con Edison.
“Let’s just have dinner, can we?” he says, chewing, then loudly tsks. “Aw,
now will ya look at this?” he complains. “Four dollars and twenty-two cents
for what? Turning on a light bulb.”

But Rachel isn’t ready to relinquish the topic. “You didn’t have a single
person from your family poisoned in a gas chamber.”

“I said I surrender, okay?” Aaron reminds her, his face blanching. “I
know. I’'m just the big American dope who doesn’t understand a thing. I get
it. I spent the entire war in Culver City, while the rest of the world was
going insane, and all I got to show for it is the Good Conduct Medal. So
what do I know anyhow? I’m just a Jew from Flatbush.”

“Don’t say that. I hate it when you say that.”

“Well, it’s the truth,” he says, getting steamed. “Sorry to tell you.” Then
he frowns down at his kung pao shrimp. “Don’t believe me? You can look



at my birth certificate.”

Rachel’s eyes dampen, and she stirs her rice with the chopsticks absently.
The oil gleams on the lo mein. “You don’t understand.”

“Yes, I think we’ve established that. Of course. The idiot husband doesn’t
understand because you never tell him anything. It’s all some unspeakable
thing, and anytime I dare mention a word about it, all I get is ‘You don’t
understand.’”

“Because you don’t. You can’t.”

“And this is exactly what I mean! You shut me out. You say you hate
when I say that I’m just a Jew from Flatbush, but that’s how you make me
feel. Like some fucking schlemiel from the neighborhood.”

Rachel freezes up, glaring at the table. Aaron returns to his plate,
scowling, sticking his fork into the rice, but she remains tightly contained.

“It’s the space heater,” she says.

Chewing. “What?”

“I get cold, so I bought the space heater. That’s why the electric bill is
high.”

Aaron slumps, but his voice is charged. “Rachel, forget about the
farkakteh electric bill, will you?”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’m so much trouble! I’'m sorry I’m not somebody
better. I’m sorry I’m only me. Only a worthless Stiick!” she cries.

“And now you’re angry with me for no reason! I don’t know what I did or
said or didn’t say to set you off, and I don’t even know what you’re talking
about. Whattaya mean by ‘stuck’ anyway? I got no idea. It’s like this
morning when I asked about your birthday, and suddenly ka-boom.”

“It’s too much.” Rachel feels herself falling apart. “Too much,” she
repeats. Ein Stiick! A piece, the Germans called them. Less than a human.
“Who cares about my birthday? You have to make a big tsimmis because a
person turns another year older? There are plenty who didn’t, who never
will. Who cares if I do?”



“Who cares? I care,” Aaron informs her. “I’m your husband, for god’s
sake. And I think that your birthday should be a big tsimmis. Please. All I
want to do is something nice for you. Why is that so frigging impossible?”

“You never wanted me to paint,” she suddenly declares, a full-bore
accusation that leaves Aaron looking confused, maybe constipated.

“I never what?”

She repeats the accusation but more slowly this time, so the Jew from
Flatbush can understand. “You never wanted me to paint. You didn’t
approve. You didn’t want a wife who was an artist. It was embarrassing for
you,” she decides. “You wanted a wife like your mother was a wife, to cook
and clean and be a hausfrau.”

A half cough at the shock. And then an angry expression screws up his
face. “Well, if that’s true, I certainly didn’t get one, did I?”

“You see? That’s an admission.”

“No, it’s... I don’t know what it is. Where do these things come from?
We’re sitting here at dinner and suddenly bang. I’'m the guy who stopped
you from painting.”

“But isn’t it true, Aaron?” she says, adopting a tone as if she wishes he
could just confess it. Could just get it off his chest.

“No,” he answers firmly, fixing the word in place. “It is not true. I thought
it was great that you were painting. I was sorry when you stopped, ’cause I
knew how important it was to you.”

“I stopped because I went insane,” Rachel declares.

Aaron surrenders. “H’boy. I dunno how to answer when you say things
like that.”

But Rachel has shut down.

Aaron huffs and shakes his head as he returns to the mail. Paper rustles
over the silence. “Oh, for cryin’ out loud,” he whispers to the air. “Three
dollars and twenty cents for that fucking toll call when Ma was down in St.



Pete for Uncle Al’s funeral.” He pops another shrimp into his mouth with
his fingers, sulking. “Crazy,” he pronounces glumly.

“I found one of my mother’s canvases,” Rachel quietly admits.

Aaron looks confused, as if she’s started speaking gibberish.

“You found who’s what?”

“One of my mother’s canvases. One of her paintings. Well, it wasn’t me
who found it,” she corrects. “It was Feter Fritz. At a pawnbroker’s shop.”

Still, Aaron looks baffled, his expression squished. “Honey, whatever
you’re saying, I’'m just not following. Your uncle was at a pawnshop?”

“Yes. On West Forty-Seventh Street.”

“Uh-huh.” His expression is still compressed. Ready to judge such a
ludicrous story. “And so there? There on West Forty-Seventh Street, in the
middle of New York City, he discovers a painting that your mother did how
many years ago back in Germany? Decades ago? Is that the gist of it?”

“Yes.”

“Just like that. There it is. Boom.”

“Boom, yes.”

“A  painting. Your mother’s painting—that everybody thinks was
destroyed—reappears outta nowhere. And your uncle Fritz,” he says, as if
the very name is greasy with larceny. “Your uncle Fritz happens to find it in
a hock shop in Midtown.”

“Correct.”

“So how can that happen?” is what Aaron is trying to say. “How can that
be true?”

“Because it is true,” she tells him. “I know it is because I saw it too.”

There’s a touch of the clucking chicken head tuck in the motion of
Aaron’s chin jerk. It comes whenever he disapproves of what he’s just
heard. “So,” he says, just to get this straight, “you were in this hock shop
together?”



“No. Not together. I went afterward,” Rachel tells him and tries to enlarge
her side of the feud. “It could be worth a minor fortune, Aaron.”

“Oh, really,” he replies, unconvinced. “ A minor fortune. Not a major
fortune, but a minor one.”

“Feter Fritz knows of these things,” she defends. “He knows from what he
speaks,” she tells him, thinking: especially when it comes to this painting.
Especially when it comes to the portrait of Angelika Rosen. How Eema and
he had sparred over the girl, the desired but unpossessable treasure. Even
after decades, her uncle’s voice was still ripe with covetous greed. Not even
five months in an Auschwitz barracks block quelled it. Astonishing, Rachel
thinks. To still feel so deeply. To desire so feverishly.

“Ohhh,” her husband begins roundly. “I get it now. Feter Fritz says it’s
worth a minor fortune. Oh, well then, it must be true, because God knows
Feter Fritz is the trustworthy authority.”

“When it comes to art? Yes,” Rachel insists, but she knows she is losing
this battle. “He is. He was one of the most sought-after art dealers in Berlin.
You know this!”

Aaron shakes his head. His voice softens, becomes conciliatory in a
paternal fashion. “Honey, look. I know you’re fond of the old guy. More
than fond. And I know he was a big shot once, a long time ago. I know,” he
assures her. “But times,” he points out, “have changed. Can you argue with
that fact?”

Rachel keeps her mouth closed.

“No. I didn’t think so. Anyhow, considering all that, I don’t know what
you want me to do here,” he says.

And then the phone rings. It rings and rings again. Rachel does not move.

“So I guess we’re letting it ring?” Aaron observes. “Never mind. I’ll get
it. It’s probably Abe telling me Leo took a whiz in the deep fryer.” He is up
and crossing the room. She listens to him snap up the phone.

“Hello! Abe, for cryin’ out loud, 1 just got home!”



Rachel wipes a tear from her face covertly.

“Okay, okay,” Aaron is telling the receiver. “Okay, I get it. Tell Mr. Big
Shot to keep his goddamn shirt on, will ya? I’'m coming.” And hangs up
heavily before he speaks the same sentence that he always speaks when
called back to work, back to the grind, back to the salt mines: “So guess
where I gotta go?” It’s a rhetorical question that he no doubt learned from
his father, the late and long-suffering Arthur Perlman, may his name be a
blessing. The original Jew from Flatbush.



D.

Therapy for the Shell-Shocked

Whenever Rashka needed a new frock or new shoes or a new coat, her
nanny took her to Karstadt’s department store in the Hermannplatz. It was a
gargantuan temple of merchandise the size of a zeppelin. It had lifts and
escalators. Escalators! Slightly terrifying—would she trip and be
accidentally shredded by the moving steps? But also marvelously fun, like a
carnival ride, going up, up, up! It was an adventure. An expedition to the
top floors! But it was always a nanny who took her. Fraulein This or
Fraulein That. Her mother employed and then dismissed them with
regularity. But never did Eema bother to lead the expedition herself.
Shopping for Rashka was too trivial a matter to gain her attention; she had
her work to consider.

So when Eema returned that afternoon from the Hermannplatz, trailing a
porter loaded down with haberdashery boxes and ribboned dress boxes, it
was a shock. Especially when Rashka saw that Eema was arm in arm with
the red-haired fraulein. Obviously, Eema had taken the girl shopping!
Rashka was wounded. They were laughing, the two women. Touching each
other on the arm, the shoulder, even the face! And the new outfit that the
girl was wearing! The beaded frock, the fur-collared cloak. The snug little



hat with the long feather tucked into the band. The leather gloves the color
of wine. Was Eema going to paint her with clothes on now?

That night at supper, Rashka refused to eat. She kicked the empty chair
beside her under the table. But it was only the nanny who bore the brunt of
her anger. Eema was out for supper. Not even there for Rashka to lash out
against.

Rashka was a still a young child. But not so young that she couldn’t feel
pain. Not so young that she couldn’t feel envy. No so young that she
couldn’t feel abandoned.

kg

“Have you considered my suggestion further, Rachel?” Dr. Solomon
wonders. “That you return to painting?”

A pause before she lies. “I’ve considered it.”

The doctor shifts in his chair, always a sign that he is about to mount an
effort to overcome her obstacles. “Have I ever mentioned the name Mary
Huntoon to you?” he asks and doesn’t wait for an answer. “At the end of the
war, there was a woman I worked with briefly. An artist,” the doctor tells
her, “named Mary Huntoon. She had an art studio for patients at the Winter
General Army Hospital in Topeka, Kansas. Her idea was to use art as a
therapeutic treatment for veterans damaged by combat neuroses.”

Aha. “So. Therapy for the shell-shocked meydl, Dr. Solomon?”

“Is that how you’d like me to put it?” he asks.

“You know, my mother told me that every artist is cursed at birth.” And
now Eema appears in order to chime in. Your imagination again. I never
said any such thing. “My mother thought that it would be smarter for me to
become one of the ‘sheep’ as she called them. A simple sheep who finds an
ordinary man and makes an ordinary marriage.”

And you see? That was true.

“Though men, she said, were also a curse.”



Also, true, her mother agrees. Men and children both.

Leaving his office, Rachel is pursued by his suggestion. Narishkeyt!
Folly! Returning to painting? Dangerous even to consider! Her heart is
thumping.

But on the way home, she tries to calm herself with a Miltown. It planes
down the rough edge of her panic, allowing her to at least consider such a
thing as picking up a paintbrush again without sobbing or puking or losing
her mind. A night in Bellevue cured her of the painting disease. All thought
of such oily, messy endeavors had screamed to a halt after the Episode. It
was as if the memory of holding a brush was fully erased from the muscles
of her hand. She was sure that if she tried to employ a brush after Bellevue,
her fingers would lose their strength, and she would simply drop it to the
floor. And even if she did manage to find the temerity to slap paint onto a
canvas, who knows what misshapen demon she might release into the
world?

Still. She feels her eyes tear up.

She tries to imagine, as the downtown train bores through the tunnel, what
might have happened if she had not been ruined. If she had not had her
future torn from her and shredded. Might she be standing right now at an
easel? She thinks of the paintings she has not produced in the same way as
she thinks of the children she has not borne. The empty spaces of a life she
is not living.

And then there is this young girl. This specter seated across the aisle
between a woman with a shopping bag on her lap and a man dozing off
over his newspaper. The schoolgirl with her brunette braid and burgundy
beret, interloping across time. Do the dead also wonder about the lives they
did not live?

Rachel closes her eyes.

Look for yourself in the crowd. Those were her instructions. You are who
we’re hunting, Bissel. This is what the woman always called her. Bissel.



Little morsel, A bite to swallow.

If one were to travel back in time, one needed simply to eavesdrop on any
whispered conversation of contraband Jews huddled in a Berlin café to hear
the woman’s name spoken in hushed tones. Pry into the nightmares of those
huddled Jews, and one will see the woman’s face. She is well known to the
U-boats. Angelika Rosen. The ginger-haired beauty in the service of the
Gestapo, the huntress of jiidischen Illegalen. Rashka’s mother’s la muse du
rouge now notorious under a different name. She is the Red Angel in the
service of malakh ha-mavet, the angel of death.

At home in the bedroom, Rachel sits propped up on a pillow, shoes off. Of
course, she has never spoken a word aloud about the angel, not to her
husband, not to her shrink.

Eema, on the other hand, simply can’t shut up about her.

You were nothing to her, tsigele, her eema scoffs. She wanted a mirror
held up to herself, and you served that purpose. You were nothing more to
her than a moment’s vanity.

Is this truth or jealousy?

The German language loves abbreviations, so the unwieldy designation of

Konzentrationslager was reduced to “KL” or “KZ” or simply to “ein
Lager.” There were two major Auschwitz camps in the marshlands of
German-occupied Poland: KL Auschwitz I and KL Auschwitz II. KL
Auschwitz I had been an abandoned Polish cavalry barracks when the SS
arrived to rebuild it for forced labor and mass murder. This is where Feter
Fritz received the number tattooed on his arm, passing under the infamous
gate that promised, “Arbeit Macht Frei.” Work Makes Freedom. But really
it remained a small-scale operation compared to its sprawling brother camp
a kilometer and a half down the road. That was Auschwitz II, also known as
Birkenau. Birkenau was vast, with acres and acres of stone and wooden

barracks housing the misery of its inhabitants as the chimneys of five



Krematorien stood smoking sacred human soot into the sky. It was a camp
for slave labor, yes, but mostly it was devoted to the murder process on an
industrial scale. This is where Eema had been sent, and this is where her
ashes lie still, at the bottom of a pit.

That night, Rachel sits on the couch with a cigarette smoldering, alone but
for Kibbitz, purring like a motor as she absently strokes his furry stripes.
But when she feels a chill, she is not surprised that the cat’s head darts up,
and he leaps from nesting on her lap. Her eema has occupied the opposite
side of the sofa, her head shaved to the skull, as it would have been on her
arrival at Lager Birkenau, her eyes deeply set, and her emaciated body hung
with her filthy camp rags. Rachel had seen the newsreels of Auschwitz--
Birkenau at the D.P. camp when her name was still Rashka. British Pathé
had screened the Red Army’s footage. The pits crammed with decaying
bodies. The piles of shorn hair. The tangled heaps of eyeglasses and gaping
dentures. The mountains of discarded clothing, sleeves and skirts flapping
disembodied in the breeze like a pile of ghosts. She had forced herself to
watch every second of them. Kept her eyes pried open, an unblinking
witness.

Do you remember, tsigele, when I taught you how to properly clean your
brushes?

Rachel says nothing, but her mother does not seem to notice. She is
smiling at her memory with rotting teeth. How I taught you to use the wire
brush to comb the paint from the bristles? How to soak them in the mineral
spirits before blotting them? And then to squeeze the spirits from the
brushes with your finger? The decaying smile remains. How you made such
a mess, poor thing. Do you remember?

Rachel’s eyes brim. “Yes, Eema. I remember.”

And then her mother’s eyes grow raw. The skin of her face is drawn so
tautly, she cannot produce tears. But a desolate longing burns her gaze.
Don't let me be forgotten, Rashka. Her voice is a command, a dreadful plea.



It’s a daughter’s duty to keep her mother’s memory alive. Don’t let me be
forgotten.

The next morning delivers a white sky as a portent of the coming winter.
Rachel is making coffee, scooping spoonfuls of instant into the percolator.
The floor is cold as she pads across it in her socks to find her husband
dressed for work. The drain in the kitchen sink is now so slow that water
stands in the sink. “You should call the super,” Aaron tells her, filling a
glass with tap water and then drinking it without a breath.

“The super,” Rachel repeats darkly.

“Yep. That’s the guy,” Aaron confirms. Then he gives her a businesslike
smack on the cheek. “It’s his job to unclog that which is clogged,” he tells
her. “Uh, no coffee for me this morning. No time. I gotta get moving. The
lunch crowd’s gonna be murder today. Special matinee of The Vamp at the
Winter Garden with Carol Channing.”

This means nothing to her. “No coffee, no breakfast?”

“Don’t worry. I’'ll have somebody scramble me a coupla eggs at the
restaurant and stick em on a roll.” It’s obvious to Rachel that he has
securely stowed yesterday’s dispute in the drawer in his head marked WIFE
TROUBLES: ONE OF MANY. Though it’s also obvious that he’s skipping
breakfast because maybe it’s wiser not to hang around. He does, however,
insert a tentative question. “So you okay?”

She glances into his eyes. “Hunky-dory,” she replies. That seems to be
good enough.

“Look, I gotta close tonight,” he tells her, breaking away, heading toward
the door. “’Cause Solly’s still in Miami.”

“I thought you said he was back.”

“No, I said he was supposed to be back, but then his mother broke a hip or
a leg, or I dunno, she broke some damn thing. So it’s double shifts for me,”
he tells her, grabbing his coat and hat off the branches of the hall tree. “Do
something today,” he commands thoughtfully on his way out. “Call Naomi.



Go see a movie or something. Just don’t hang around in your bathrobe like
a mope.”

“Are you saying [ mope?”

“I’m saying some fresh air wouldn’t kill you. Don’t wait up.”

When she hears him descending the stairs, Rachel goes straight to the
bottom shelf of the magazine table by the sofa, loaded with her copies of
ARTnews and American Artist. But it’s also the spot where Aaron keeps the
Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary stowed for his occasional battles with the
paper’s Sunday crossword puzzle. It’s a dog-eared copy from his school
days, this dictionary, in which can still be found his covert schoolboy
doodles of naked breasts and such. Opening the pages, she flips through till
she finds what she’s looking for. The rainy-day twenty. Once it’s in her
billfold, she considers hunting around the apartment for some small
treasure. If she had anything of real value, she could put it into hock, but
what does she have? Nothing. A bundle of everyday items. Household
appliances. Costume jewelry. Nothing that would command a price of more
than a dollar or two. Here! A can opener! Please take it on account! Think
of the many cans of soup you can open at home with such a prize!

No, all she can hope for is that he’ll take pity on her. The bedbug. That
he’ll take her measly twenty-five as a down payment maybe. She can skimp
for a while, promise to pay him a few dollars per month. He’ll understand
paying over time. Even a businessman can take pity, can’t he? Can’t he take
pity? That word that she both dreads and covets.

Outside, the air is indeed fresh, briskly scrubbed by yesterday’s rain, as
she heads for the uptown subway.

She can still so easily return to her mother’s studio. The pleasing
sharpness of the spirits in her nostrils. And the oily aromas of the paint on
the palette. Her eema used only a certain brand of hand-mixed Belgian oil
paints famous for their vivid colors. Rachel can remember the smell of
sulfur in the cadmiums was so strong it was like the smell of a match head



as it ignites. Even in the pawnbroker’s shop, had she somehow expected to
detect the sulfur emanating from the canvas after so many decades? In her
mind’s eye, she can see it. The canvas seated firmly on Eema’s massive
easel. The figure of a girl rendered in fiery colors. The pungent perfume of
the cadmium red. Folklore warns that the smell of sulfur is a sign of the
presence of demons. In this case, perhaps true. She can summon the image
of the girl seated on the dais at rest, lazily smoking a cigarette, wearing a
gauzy robe that exposed the color of her flesh. Hair red as a blaze.

Rachel was just a child. Still Rashka. She had come to her eema’s studio
with her nanny. Eema, of course, was too busy with the nanny, dispensing
directions, to pay much notice to her daughter, but that was bearable.
Certainly not unusual. Really she had been hoping to pet the cat who lived
there. A big tawny beast who often snoozed in the light that poured through
the loft’s windows.

But then there was this girl. The subject of the painting that was still
glossy with freshly applied paint. Rashka inhaled the telltale whiff of sulfur.
It was this girl who had the cat under her spell. With Rashka, the beast was
impatient. Too big for her handle. Easily provoked into scratching. But in
this girl’s arms, he was tamed. Purring loudly with contentment. Rashka
was jealous. Not just of the girl’s capture of the cat’s affection but of the
affection itself. She was mesmerized. It was easy to fall under this girl’s
spell just like the cat had. A wink and an intimate smile were all it took. She
imagined what it mu