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			For Lajos, my grandfather

		

	
		
			
			All that makes you laugh can make you cry,

			it’s just a question of weight 
and size.

			—Billy Blanco (as sung by Os Originais do Samba)
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			I am ever a seeker, and this search

			will always 
be my word.

			—Carlos Drummond de Andrade
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			One

			At the Summit

			The lift let us off at the top of the mountain, a spectacular vista, a white universe, beams of sun casting light and shadow over each notch in the alpine range. Everyone who arrives at that spot for the first time pauses for a few moments to take in the view. It is quite something to breathe in the pristine air, surrounded by snow on all sides, beneath our feet, and atop the farthest mountains. In such a vast space, the sensation that one is within reach of the sky makes each breath more intense.

			Readying for the descent had always been a simple matter of taking a gulp of air to fill the lungs and letting a feeling of wholeness with the mountain come over me. But at that moment, for no reason I could understand, I felt nothing.

			In fact, I could hardly breathe. I bent over to tighten my boots, to conceal from my instructor—or myself—the anxiety that had stopped my breath and frozen my face. I dragged the ritual out only so I could catch my breath, trying to eliminate the knot that caused my throat to seize at the very moment I was expecting the opposite.

			The pure air at that altitude and the speed of the descent had always been good antidotes to the depression I carry with me. I do not ski very often, but when I do, surrendering to the mountain’s demands all day has a therapeutic effect, synonymous with joy and unwinding. High above it all, my only responsibility is to make the most of nature. The mood is the same whether I’m among snow-covered peaks or among other mountains I visit in Brazil, where I surrender myself to the chilly waters of rivers and waterfalls, powerless to correct their course, powerless to edit the details of my surroundings, powerless to assume responsibility for anything beyond my immediate control. The mountains demand humility, demand subservience to something that was not created by human hands. In return, they offer rapture.

			But now, instead of rapture, I felt a kind of anguish, particularly ironic given the happiness of the occasion: my wife and I were taking our granddaughters, Zizi and Alice, skiing for the first time. After exploring the faster runs in the mornings, I would be spending the afternoons with the girls, enjoying my front-row seat to their snowy adventures, and the late afternoons in merry conversation, games, and planning for dinner. Time with my granddaughters has long been a certain focus for me, in a life in which I have largely retreated from close friendships and limited my social interactions to people within my professional field, friendships circumscribed by the world of books, living much of my life in the company of family, or in silence.

			It came as a shock to arrive at the peak that morning with my lungs seizing up and my breath short, an inexplicable dry knot in my throat, the total opposite of what I had spent months imagining.

			It was not the mountain alone that demanded my humility. My depression required much more.
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			Startled by the effort required to fill my lungs with air, I wasn’t thinking, at the beginning of this episode, of the day when I felt the first symptoms of depression. Few of us who are carriers of this illness are able to recall the exact moment when we first noticed its signs, surfacing at the moment we identify something between the throat and the lungs, an obstacle that blocks the airway, that makes the act of breathing difficult. In general, depression erases distant recollections; its own memory is short, exacerbating recent suffering, dismissing nearly all traces of history. It was this that I felt there at the top of the slope, and I never wanted to feel it again.

			If I make an effort to recall when my condition first appeared, I am able to piece together some sort of narrative. I think back to my shortness of breath at the peak and suddenly I see the sad green eyes of my father, who never set foot there.

			Even before the image of my father’s green irises, the memory of my depression takes the form of a sound. The pulse of my depression is the sound of my father’s feet banging against the bedpost in the room next door as he struggled to fall asleep. My dominant mental image of him, his eyes, green irises contrasting with his damp and reddened sclera—which filled his lower eyelid with water, the tears pooling—came later. First there was the heavy sound that came through the walls, bang, bang, bang, bang, bang . . . This thud—almost the opposite of those eyes—was insistent and without rhythm. I cannot remember exactly when I heard his agonizing drumming for the first time, but I know this was the moment when my depression first made its presence felt. It was the first time I felt terror run through me, as I suspected that I would be unable to live up to my duties as an only child. It was the occasion when I realized, even at that tender age, that I would be unable to secure my father’s happiness, and yet I was entirely aware that doing so would always be the most important mission of my life. A mission in which I failed utterly.

		

	
		
			Two

			What Remained in Bergen-Belsen

			Thirteen and a half years after my father’s death, any attempt to pinpoint the causes of his insomnia might well remain a gamble. Until I reached the age of seventeen, there was little I knew about my father’s past, with one exception, which was the greatest of all secrets. André Schwarcz, the boy András—or Bandi, the nickname given to all Andrés or Andráses in Hungary—survived the war after fleeing the train that was taking him to the concentration camp at Bergen-Belsen. His father, Lajos, Luiz like me, was with him in the same car; he remained on the train and never returned from the camp. At the time, András was nineteen. Lajos was last seen alive when the Allies liberated Bergen-Belsen, but was too weak to walk or feed himself. My father learned this only in the 1960s, having spent more than two decades turning over in his mind how his father might have met his death. At the end of the barrel of a gun? On one of the “death marches” Jews were forced to complete between one train and another on their way to the camps? In the gas chamber? Of typhus?

			Some of these circumstances would be related to me many years later. For our purposes here, we need only say that when I was still a child, my mother tried to explain my father’s sadness—his difficulties sleeping, the sound of his feet hitting the bedpost at night. I learned the meaning of the word guilt from a young age, as something foundational to my existence, something more difficult to understand than my father’s eyes or his legs. His guilt for having survived when my grandfather did not, for not saving him or dying at his side, gave him no quarter, much less the sweet dreams that he and my mother wished for me each night as they tucked me in. My father likely could neither sleep nor dream because the past roared back as pure insomnia. When my parents bade me to sleep with angels, could it be they were referring to some angel who would protect my slumber from all manner of nightmares, from my father’s thumping feet, or the angel who would arrive to save my paternal grandfather and finally permit my father and the entire family to rest?

			The order or the shove that Lajos gives András, and which András consents to at a moment when the train becomes stuck, will, with the years, translate into loud thumping against the bedpost, into stifled tears during Yom Kippur rituals, into difficulties expressing himself, into fits of rage and grief. Spending an entire life beneath the yoke of an all-powerful image, that of being pushed to safety by his father, came at a great cost for André. The night he told me the better part of his story, he repeated, soul stirred, the words his father had told him: “Run, son, run.” Who can imagine what it means to show obedience at the very hour when you feel in your heart that being the good son means doing precisely the opposite, defying your father’s order to escape and save your own life?

			András was the youngest and the only male child in the family, and he felt all sorts of guilt in relation to Lajos. He spent his life repeating that he had never been a good son, that he had been a terrible student who caused trouble at school; that his father was strict, and as a son he had, during his nineteen years under the same roof, brought considerable disappointment to the rug salesman from Budapest.

			I know almost nothing about my grandfather. I know his profession, and that he was poor, religious, reasonably cultured, full of courage, and much too serious. In the only photo I ever saw of him, he cuts a terrifying figure, so piercing is his gaze. His relationship with his son was not good, but Lajos, though strict, was calm, and spoke little and at a low volume. As I recall the fear his portrait inspired in me as a child, I imagine that he wielded his favor with a quiet authority, a magnanimity heavy with silence, and with an impenetrable gaze, difficult to withstand.

			One time Lajos caught his son at the barbershop on Shabbat, getting ready to go to a tea dance, as was common at the time. Lajos said nothing until he saw András at home, when he revealed that he knew all about his son’s activities on this, the most sacred day of the week for Jews, activities that were completely unacceptable for a rigorous observer of Judaism like himself. András was sure he would be lashed or punished severely. But Lajos merely told his son that he should have expected to be caught visiting a barbershop so close to home and that, should he wish to profane Shabbat again, he ought to go see a barber in another neighborhood. He must have spoken in such a piercing tone that András never dared go for a shave on another Saturday as long as he lived. Almost none of the details that I know about my grandfather came directly from my father, who rarely uttered the man’s name. All that escaped from André’s mouth was the remorse of a rebel son.

			

			

			The Schwarcz family came from Miskolc, one of the larger cities in Hungary, with its own sizable Jewish community. Our name, of German origin, was written in that country in an unusual way, with a c before the z. The spelling harks back to a time, perhaps during the Austro-Hungarian Empire, when Hungarian Jews, with an eye to reinforcing ties with Jews across Europe, imitated their then-compatriots by choosing names different from the locals’, which most certainly was not a choice my grandfather made. The Schwarczes moved to Budapest when my father was only two years old. Though he had few possessions, Lajos was deeply respected in the Jewish community.

			Another trait that belonged to Lajos, and also András, was fearlessness. The former paid for this with his life, the latter with guilt and depression. Only during the writing of this book did I come to know that once upon a time, father and son expelled from the environs of the building where they lived a group sympathetic to the Arrow Cross movement, a Nazi militia in Hungary. In Budapest, on the eve of the city’s occupation by Eichmann’s troops or perhaps even as they were moving in, there were wild swings in policies concerning Jews. At first, Hungarian leaders attempted to resist Nazi antisemitic laws—generating a false sense of security among the local Jewish community. Over time, they began to yield, until the entire country was occupied by Hitler’s army. Meanwhile, the political situation was in flux, and the persecution and oppression of Jews waxed and waned. During a brief interval when the Hungarian Nazis lost some of their power, András and Lajos, believing that the new situation would hold, told off the militiamen. But the cease-fire proved short-lived, and when the Arrow Cross again took power, both were immediately rounded up and sent to the concentration camp. Revenge against the two men’s brave act was handed down swiftly. The women of the family were spared, to demonstrate that the purpose of the sentence was to punish father and son for confronting the Nazis.

			Lajos had already been courting risk by hosting Jewish services in a makeshift synagogue in his home. Details surrounding the clandestine synagogue in my grandfather’s house—the house with the yellow star—came rushing back to my father’s mind thanks to a statement by another survivor published in a Hungarian Jewish newspaper in the 1960s, which came into my family’s possession via a distant cousin who spoke atrocious Portuguese and owned a butcher shop in the Bela Vista district of São Paulo. The article saluted the courage of the rug merchant who defied the law and invited Jews to continue their religious services in his own residence, at 43 Paulay Ede Street, refitted as an underground synagogue. In the article, the survivor also mentioned that András and his two sisters would help to prepare the home for each service.

			It was only some years later, near the end of the 1960s, on a trip to Vienna, that André learned that Lajos had been seen alive when the Allies arrived in Bergen-Belsen, which lifted the weight of at least one of his long-standing fears.

			I was with my parents on the occasion. I vaguely recall the encounter, at a pastry shop where a friend of my father’s gave us the news, but often I think I must have dreamed my presence at such an important moment.

			Lajos, an elderly religious man, had escaped the firing squad and the gas chamber. All the same, he hadn’t had the strength to return to his family. They say that in his final days he was carted around on a stretcher, an exceptional thing inside a concentration camp, a sign of respect and admiration from peers for a wise man who would ultimately die of malnutrition and frailty.

			I did meet my paternal grandmother, but I don’t remember a thing about her. Yolanda remained in Hungary after the war, when my father went to Italy ahead of the rest of the family to try to arrange for their immigration to Israel. In the crapshoot that was visa procurement following the war, André ended up in Brazil, and my two aunts, Magda and Klari, both of them married, stayed with their mother. After some time, they decided to wait no longer for the documents my father had tried to obtain. In 1948, they fled to Australia. My father had already arrived in Brazil in 1947, before the country temporarily closed its doors to Jews. It was a time when everything was changing rapidly; official policies were subject to shifting winds that almost always blew against the Jews. Even with the defeat of Nazism, there was a long way to go until Jews were considered citizens of the world, with the freedom to emigrate, leaving behind them the lands that preserved the memory of their persecution.

			According to my mother, when Yolanda’s daughters departed, she herself was jailed and then put under house arrest. Punished for her children’s illegal flight. This is one of the darkest moments in my father’s family history. Freed six months later, my grandmother remained in Budapest for several years, coming to Brazil only in 1955 for my parents’ wedding. The fact that each of her children followed his or her own path, leaving their mother behind in Hungary, was a common story among Jewish families during the postwar period, and led to a disagreement among siblings that would last for some time. My father took offense at Magda’s and Klari’s behavior, for having left without their mother. They would only speak again years later, thanks to my maternal grandfather. In retirement, André would go to Budapest for an annual encounter with his sisters. They would spend two weeks together at a spa resort, at the invitation of the youngest sibling, without any more hard feelings, having made a certain peace with their past troubles.

			

			

			There is a curious photograph in my parents’ wedding album in which my paternal grandmother is leading my father to the altar. Only my father is smiling. Yolanda stayed in Brazil for three years, living in a modest apartment in the city center. She refused to get together with my mother, who did not observe kashruth. Yolanda frequently complained that, in his house, my father did not observe strict religious rules governing food, and she invited him to dine alone with her on Shabbat. She would buy live carp to cook and kept them, for days, in the apartment’s bathtub.

			Yolanda underwent cataract surgery when she was in Brazil, and she had to stay in my parents’ house during her recovery. She refused to eat any food cooked by my mother, who had bought new pans so as to follow the strict rituals of Jewish law and appease her mother-in-law. Mirta swore not to mix meat with milk or bring any sort of crustacean or pork into the kitchen. All the same, my father was forced to pick up food from restaurants in the Jewish neighborhood of Bom Retiro, where kashruth was rigorously observed.

			Having failed to adapt to Brazil, Yolanda moved to Australia, where she went to live with her daughters. Ironically, Klari, my father’s eldest sister, changed her name when she left Hungary and raised her son, Tom, my only cousin by blood, as a Protestant, without observing that or any other religion herself. So as not to appear Jewish, my aunt had undergone plastic surgery on her nose while still in Europe.

			The Protestant ruse was very typical during the war and postwar periods, perhaps especially among certain Hungarian families. At the end of the 1960s, I came to know one such family that lived on the floor above ours in a building on Rua Alagoas. The couple upstairs and their only son maintained the deception for more than twenty years. Perhaps the boy, like my cousin, wasn’t even aware he was Jewish. I’m not sure if they felt uneasy about our presence in the building, but after some time the neighbors openly reassumed their Jewish heritage.

			With his religious grandmother’s arrival in Australia, Tom, too, discovered he was Jewish. If Yolanda would not accept my mother’s gentile cooking, what was there to say of her daughter who had never told her own son about his origins? The middle daughter, Magda, took it upon herself to provide strictly kosher food in her house so that Yolanda could eat with her family.

			

			

			I have no way of knowing for certain whether my grandfather or my grandmother suffered from depression. If I had to guess, it’s more likely it appeared on the female side. What can be said is that Mirta and André replicated the gap in culture in my grandparents’ marriage, on a smaller scale and with the roles reversed. Yolanda wasn’t at all well educated, while Lajos was considered a man of some culture. In my parents’ case, Mirta was notably more attuned to cultural matters than my father.

			During the nearly three years she lived in São Paulo, Yolanda scarcely left her apartment; she spoke only Hungarian and in all likelihood saw very little of me. After spending some time with her daughters in Australia, she became sick and died of cancer. Klari always demonstrated depressive traits, a constant up until her death. Magda would spend a few more years in Australia and, after separating from her husband, immigrate to Israel, finally realizing the entire family’s original plan. She was in no way depressive, and neither was my father, until he underwent his great trauma. Psychiatrists understand traumas to be one of the most common causes of depression, regardless of a person’s genetic predisposition. This must have been André’s case.
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			I would hear the wartime story of my father and my grandfather on only two occasions: when the article about my grandfather’s clandestine synagogue was sent to my father, and many years later, in more complete form, one Shabbat. I was seventeen at the time. Shaken after viewing a documentary about the Warsaw Ghetto, my father finally decided to tell me everything about his past, a subject he would never again mention.

			My father’s image of himself as a bad son who obeyed his father when he should have rebelled deeply affected my sense of self. André was a generous and kind man. But my principal inheritance has always been guilt. If András was guilty of a double failure—frequently disrespecting Lajos’s religious rigor only to later allow his father to save his life—I had to right the ship, save my own father from a life of sadness, provide a joy that the unyielding remembrance of the past rendered impossible.

			I was a young boy when I first noticed the din that accompanied André’s insomnia. I couldn’t venture a guess as to my age. I’m
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