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  My first meeting with Edna was inauspicious.


  It was May 1991. I had just arrived in New York for the first time in five years, and had been met at Newark Airport in New Jersey by Jim. Unsure of what to expect, I first walked up at the barrier to the wrong man—to someone who looked like a caricature of Jim as I remembered him in good health: well over six foot tall, a mane of blue-black hair, thickset, welcoming. Suddenly aware of my wilful mistake, I stopped just short of an inept embrace. I stood my ground and then I saw him. His posture was as crumpled as the clothes he’d obviously slept in, his hair had turned gingerish and it rose from his head in wild clumps with bald patches in between. This uneven growth dominated his manners, too, as I realised after one minute in the taxi heading towards Manhattan, which loomed in archetypal and mocking splendour ahead of us. My formerly laconic and witty friend had become loquacious, needy, addressing with urgent familiarity everyone we chanced to have dealings with over the next few days—taxi-drivers, bell-boys, waiters. And when he wasn’t holding forth to those nearest to him, he issued a continuous, low, moaning sound, a piteous cradling for the inner, wounded being that, strangely, had surrendered to the publicity of the city streets. On Broadway, from Columbia University, where Jim’s apartment was located on 111th Street, down to the Lincoln Center, where I went early morning swimming, I soon learnt to recognise multitudes like him: the old men in their forties, shrivelled, drained, mumbling across the intersections, icons of AIDS, amidst the bodiful vibrancy of those striding to and from work and subways and stores.


  By the time we reached Edna’s apartment on West End Avenue, I was assailed by even more apprehensions. I felt uncomfortable meeting the two people who were offering me accommodation for the first time in the company of this unkempt and erratic being—my beloved friend—to visit whom was, I then thought, the whole purpose of my trip.


  I needn’t have worried, for each successive encounter proved as bizarre in its own way as the first. Gary, Edna’s employer, was waiting in the foyer of 365 West End Avenue. I had been told that he was a private scholar, a man of means and intellect, meticulous and courteous. So he was: but I had not been told that he was afflicted with a long-term wasting disease that left him with uneven gait and hands locked in a rictus-like claw. Gary was utterly unfazed by Jim’s doleful appearance and low-pitched litany, for he was only too eager to communicate the essentials concerning Edna in the short space of time we would have between leaving the lobby and reaching her fifth-floor apartment via the elevator. I knew that Edna was Gary’s secretary and was expecting a dapper, matronly woman, perhaps in her fifties. Edna, Gary hurriedly explained, was ninety-three years old. She had recently contracted cancer of the face; and, as a result of a prosthetic jaw, had had to relearn to speak. When I then handed Gary the litre of Laphroaig purchased at Duty Free, he exclaimed, “Please God, you’re not bearing whisky as a gift for Edna!” In her eighties, Edna had secretly started drinking a bottle of Calvados every day, until she had had to be hospitalised, detoxified and warned that her octogenarian life was at risk from her newly acquired habit. Thus we were ushered into Edna’s presence and, increasingly confused, I met my Intelligent Angel for the first time.


  Edna took Jim on, greeting and welcoming us both as her immediate “Darlings,” in a rasping but emphatic voice. She settled us into her huge high-backed armchairs, a legacy, she explained, of the outsize men in her family. In this family, it turns out, there are no surviving men, just Edna, her sixty-eight-year-old retired mathematician daughter and her two granddaughters. Edna was diminutive amongst the heavy and ornate furniture; her tiny, wrinkled round face dominated by a false nose, which lacked any cosmetic alleviation whatsoever. Smooth and artificially flesh-coloured, with thick spectacles perched on top, this proboscis could have come from a Christmas cracker. In the early mornings, when I emerged from my room on my way to swim, Edna would have already been installed in her reading chair for an hour or two. She would call out to me to enquire whether I would mind if she were not to put on her nose. By then, not only did I not notice the nose, but, if anything, I found the neat, oblong black hole in her face even more appealing.


  Edna goes out to work for Gary seven days a week, taking the bus uptown, but often walking the thirty or so blocks back downtown. She acts as Gary’s hands, word-processing his scholarship and correspondence; he in turn acts as the guardian of her much less infirmities, lending support to her arm as they climb the stairs to the restaurant on Broadway and 112th Street where they take lunch daily.


  Meeting this third extraordinarily afflicted person within the first hour of arriving in New York transformed the difficulties of the first two meetings. Edna and Jim were soon exchanging stories from New York music life. “I’ve taken part in New York music life since 1904,” mused Edna. She would have been seven years old then. And I watched, not for the last time, the delight that flew between the fading forty-seven-year-old and the one full of ninety-three years.


  Later, when I found myself alone with Edna, there were certain things which she was determined to make clear: “My marriage was not happy. My husband was disappointed with me. Although, when he died,” she added, without a hint of triumph or rancour, “I was the only person permitted to attend him. The nurses in the hospital had to assure him that they were ‘Edna.’”And for good measure, she also insisted that she did not eat vegetables. Nor, as she showed me around the apartment and we entered her bedroom, had she painted the room pink as long as her husband was alive: “I don’t want you to think that I made a man sleep in a pink room.”


  Edna believes in magic. One of the many books that she handed over to me after her early morning reading sessions was The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett. And the magic in that book is, I think, the kind of magic which Edna believes in: the quiet and undramatic transmutation that can come out of plainness, ordinary hurt, mundane maladies and disappointments. Thus she lives, while Jim, locked in a fatal embrace with maternal dreams, “where everything,” he groaned, in one of his rare moments of lucidity, “begins with ‘s’”—his mother’s name was Esther—Jim had to die.


  What Edna did not tell me then, did not tell me until several years later, after her ninety-sixth birthday, when Jim was long dead and my own circumstances had radically changed, was that she had first been diagnosed as having cancer when she was sixteen years old—in 1913. She graduated from Barnard College in 1917. How can that be—that someone with cancer since she was sixteen exudes well-being at ninety-six? Could it be because she has lived sceptically? Sceptical equally of science and of faith, of politics and of love? She has certainly not lived a perfected life. She has not been exceptional. She has not loved herself or others unconditionally. She has been able to go on getting it all more or less wrong, more or less all the time, all the nine and a half decades of the present century plus three years of the century before.


  Now, of course, I believe that it was Edna whom I went back to New York to meet. Edna was Jim’s parting gift to me. She is an annunciation, a message, very old and very new. Edna is, as she insists, my “home from home.” Whereas the idea of the original home would arouse an agon of bitter ambivalence in me, the redoubled home has no colour or cathexis of pain inseparable from its welcome.
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  My journey to Auschwitz and east across Galicia to Bełżec on the border of the Ukraine did not affect me in the ways I had expected: it was the unexpected, rather, which provided the nodes of enigma that compressed incompatible and uncomprehended meanings together.


  In my inaugural lecture as Professor of Social and Political Thought at Warwick in February 1993,I mentioned that I was one of a number of Jewish “intellectuals” chosen to advise the Polish Commission on the Future of Auschwitz. What vain posturing! Scientific status, superimposed on the even more dubious notions of cerebral and cultural ethnic identity! We were set up. Enticed to preen ourselves as consultants, in effect, our participation was staged. Conscripted to restructure the meaning of “Auschwitz,” we were observed rather than observing, the objects of continuous Holocaust ethnography, of Holocaust folk law and lore.


  On the train from Warsaw to Kraków, from the comfort of the first-class compartment, my attention was drawn to a man who stood all the way in the corridor. Tall and angular, with a gaunt, beak-like visage, he seemed to bear accumulated suffering with majesty, as if generations of poverty and loss had pared away all excess to reveal without guise his true nature.


  At the banquet held several days later in the baroque ballroom of the Grand Hotel of Kraków, once the favourite venue for Jewish wedding receptions, the evening was framed by the pastel stuccoed ceiling, tessellated floor and massive console mirrors. Gathered with our Polish counterparts, local dignitaries and intellectuals, we were served ample vodka to mask the absence of substantial food, in misplaced deference to the kosher scruples of the Jewish group. I found myself next to the intriguing stranger from the train. I discovered that he was a former aristocrat, like a large number of the assembled company, many of whom had spent the last forty years as art historians and curators, appointed custodians of their dispossessed familial palaces and mansions, with their sombre galleries of art and furniture.


  My half-week in Poland had already taught me that I was in a land of martyred people, which harbours in its midst a still more martyred people—the Jews. No—the Jews are not harboured, but expelled into the borderless cemetery in the air, for the soil of death camps is cursed not consecrated ground, according to Halachah, Jewish law. From the tower of the Mariacki Church on the Rynek Głowny, the largest market square in Europe, on to which the hotel abutted, night and day, on every hour, the air vibrates with the plangent tones of the trumpeter. The trumpeter’s long note, followed by two shorter notes of even lower pitch, to alarm the city of the enemy’s advance, stops abruptly as the Tartar arrow pierces his neck. Four times, once to each corner of the tower, this herald of martyrdom doles out his fatal music, so that, wherever you are, you hear the foreboding and fading echo of his remorseless courses of ruin. As I travelled across the country, I learnt that it is this ever-repeated martyrdom that serves as the calibration of daily clock time, broadcast at noon every day on the radio station.


  I found it more congenial to respond to Polish suffering: I found no consolation of lamentation for the Jews. In the beech forests outside Tarnów, where 800 children and 1,000 old and infirm Jews were shot, the roughly marked mass graves are surrounded, mid-March, by masses of tiny white wood anemones, wind-flower and bird-song, and the audibly rising sap of the pearly trees, as if a fairy tale has taken place here. At the desolation of Bełżec, the first death camp, there were no survivors, and there are no visitors today, just the freight trains thundering by in loud, rhythmic indifference. Nothing grows from this soil because 600,000 bodies were burnt out on the ground, which remains spongy with colourless grasses: nature is a death’s head here. Six matt Soviet urns brood on the periphery of the camp, beyond which stretch spinneys of silver birches—the fairy fantasia even dares to hover on this horizon, too.


  But I wept, I wept soft Polish tears for Count Potocki, not knowing, then, who he was. Later the same evening of the banquet, two colleagues and I were wandering around the centre of Kraków, looking for a tavern that had been recommended to us. Suddenly we found ourselves by mistake in a courtyard in the presence of the ailing Count. We had stumbled into his old family town house, which he had just recovered after forty years. He invited us to share a glass of tea with him, and conducted us up a solid central stairwell with a cast-iron balustrade, which, he explained, had been installed by the Nazis, to the top floor, where he inhabited two small rooms crammed full of furniture, largely covered with dust sheets. George Wheeler, one of my companions, conservation consultant from the Metropolitan Museum in New York, was qualified to relish the magnificence of such casually strewn antiques, while I noticed the sadness of the Count and the many pills he was swallowing. His sons, he said, would now return from the States to enjoy their patrimony, and his grandchildren would run gleefully up and down the stairs. The second floor of the house, he told us, as he carefully poured the tea from the awkward teapot, had been the art gallery, where the family’s collection of paintings had hung, “The third largest private collection in Europe.” The collection has been the property of the state since 1945, and is now housed in the main public gallery in Warsaw. He spoke without rancour, indeed without emphasis, in his perfect English. He had been a pupil at Ampleforth School in North Yorkshire, and had scraped a living for the past forty years as a translator from English to Polish. One thing he respectfully bade me do, aware, I now believe, but without humiliating me, of my ignorance of Polish history and hence of his lineage, was to read Adam Zamoyski’s The Polish Way. And that was how, much later, I discovered who he was.


  Eventually, we wished him good-night and began to descend the massive flights of stairs. The climb up had audibly shortened his breathing and he apologised for not accompanying us down and out into the polluted night air of Kraków. He remained stationed at the top of the stairwell, leaning on the heavy balustrade and watching silently as his visitors made their way down. It took an eternity to retraverse that Nazi monument, and he didn’t take his eyes from us. Was he remembering his wife, who had not lived to enjoy the return? Or anticipating the excited cries of his grandchildren? Or thinking back over the history of Poland, in which his ancestors had played so many decisive parts—as politicians, diplomats, poets and artists, and, above all and always, as owners of large estates worked by serfs? Yet I wept for this ruined and restored Pole—to my surprise, for I understood perfectly well that this reallocation of private property is designed to create a species of investment, to lure capital back from the States and from elsewhere in the diaspora. Such investment wall finally demote limitless aristocratic seeming to the limits of bourgeois effecting and procuring.


  “Heschel’er Riddell Kalasheen Bandit.” I love the sputter and beat of these words, with the accent falling on the ultimate syllable: Heschel’ér Riddéll Kalashéen Bandít. This was the curse my paternal grandmother would hurl at her husband when she was angry with him. She had frequent cause to be angry. She underwent fifteen pregnancies between 1899 and 1918, eleven live births, two babies smothered accidentally in her bed, and innumerable abortions. To this day, my father is not sure whether Mrs Pollock, who visited regularly once a year, was the midwife or the abortionist: the moans and shrieks from behind closed doors were such a regular season of family life. “Heschel’er” is the Yiddish diminutive for “Heschel,” “Harry”—if you must. “Riddell,” the family surname, changed hopefully to “Stone” to improve the family’s Lancashire credentials. “Kalasheen” is the Yiddish version of Kalisz, the mid-Polish city from which the paternal family originates. “Bandit” is international: it means “You bandit!”


  My father tells this story with obsessive relish, repeating his mother’s words and rhythm. They suggest an almost saving humour: “You are incorrigible, but I must love you.” By comparison, in my mother’s family I find only devastation, made doubly demonical and destructive by the diversion of vast amounts of psychic energy devoted to its denial. Yet, when we were children, we were inducted without preliminaries into the mysteries. My mother said, “Grandma would kill German babies.” “Why would Grandma kill German babies?” “Because the Germans killed Jewish babies.”


  My mother was brought up by a woman—her mother
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