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		Praise for

		A Fifty-Year Silence

		“What are you guys doing the weekend of January 24? No, you’re not. Cross it off, unless it’s a beach stay that will allow you uninterrupted time to read Mouillot’s A Fifty-Year Silence. I have never before read a book like this one.… The story is full of worldly drama—the Nuremberg war trials, a short but beautiful existence in the South of France—but it’s the minute family-history details that make the book truly delicious.”

		—GLAMOUR.COM, “THE BEST NEW BOOKS COMING OUT IN JANUARY”

		“What makes the book so lively are not only Mouillot’s imaginary scenarios, but her dense web of identifications: between herself and her grandmother; between her grandparents’ experience of the Holocaust and her own generation as bearers of its memory; between herself as author and Marcel Proust, who helps her piece together her grandfather’s past; and between her grandparents’ love and the love of Proust’s protagonists Swann and Odette.”

		—HAARETZ

		“Filled with warmth and evocative details, this is a heartrending memoir about historical memory.”

		—FRANCE

		“This haunting, beautiful little mystery deftly shows just how long pain can linger through generations, and what shining a light on the past can do to heal a family.”

		—WINNIPEG FREE PRESS

		“Gorgeous … define[s] the pinnacle of this new genre … Meticulously researched and artfully constructed … a labor of love, infused with familial tenderness.”

		—JEWISH DAILY FORWARD

		“Eloquent and engrossing … Miranda Richmond Mouillot has imbibed her tale with the frisson of a detective story while gently introducing us to the charm and hidden pain of her extraordinary grandparents.… A totally captivating journey that will keep you rapt from start to finish.”

		—AUSTRALIAN WOMEN’S WEEKLY

		“Written with an almost poetic transcendence of time, place, and memory, this moving memoir chronicles an amazing circle of life. No fairy tale, it is as epic as the times in which Anna and Armand lived and the love they inspired.”

		—BOOKPAGE

		“A vibrant, earnest, and profound tribute.”

		—BOOKLIST

		“The corrosive effects of the Holocaust … are illustrated vividly in this candid saga of familial love and misunderstanding, which will resonate with readers of World War II history as well as those who appreciate accounts of ancestral sleuthing in the vein of Anne Sinclair’s My Grandfather’s Gallery: A Family Memoir of Art and War and Sarah Wildman’s Paper Love: Searching for the Girl My Grandfather Left Behind.”

		—LIBRARY JOURNAL

		“Charming, understated … A wonderful evocation of the way that the Holocaust has haunted many generations.”

		—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

		“A moving family history researched with dedication and completed with a granddaughter’s love.”

		—KIRKUS REVIEWS

		“A Fifty-Year Silence is one of those exceedingly rare books that touches you deep down—page by page—through the rawness of its story and its sheer insight. The extraordinary quality of the prose, the elegance of the storytelling, and the genius with which Miranda Richmond Mouillot has laid down the twists and turns make this a book to treasure. It is a memoir that sings to us all.”

		—TAHIR SHAH, AUTHOR OF THE CALIPH’S HOUSE

		“A Fifty-Year Silence is an existential detective story, a family chronicle, a journey of self-discovery, a meditation on memory, a reckoning with ghosts of a tragic past—and, miraculously, this luminous book succeeds on all levels. The complex, unforgettable characters of Anna and Armand belong in a novel. The author’s own quest to uncover the startling truth about their relationship has the candor and intimacy of the best kind of memoir.”

		—ANYA VON BREMZEN, AUTHOR OF MASTERING THE ART OF SOVIET COOKING

		“A Fifty-Year Silence bravely confronts a truth that most memoirs deny: Even the most thorough investigation of family history cannot elucidate the heart of the past. Richmond Mouillot’s voice—shaped by stories yet resisting any single story—does the profound work of using imagination, place, love, and art to transform the unknowable past into a rooted, liberating spring of identity.”

		—ANOUK MARKOVITS, AUTHOR OF I AM FORBIDDEN

		“Miranda Richmond Mouillot’s loving, suspenseful, and determined quest to uncover the mysterious wound that divides her family holds us fascinated in the intimate spaces where generations seek each other. She beautifully explores how time and memory challenge us all.”

		—LESLIE MAITLAND, AUTHOR OF CROSSING THE BORDERS OF TIME

		“In Miranda Richmond Mouillot’s luminous and courageous exploration of the two complicated lives of her grandparents, the tragedy of the Holocaust, a crumbling house in France, and her personal search for what might be a kind of truth, A Fifty-Year Silence brings to life a singular family across generations. Richmond Mouillot is a writer of extraordinary grace whose love of her subjects illuminates nearly every page.”

		—MARIANNE SZEGEDY-MASZÁK, AUTHOR OF I KISS YOUR HANDS MANY TIMES

		“Miranda Richmond Mouillot’s remarkable book takes the French concept of the lieux de memoire—places of memory—those geographic repositories of story and pain, and upends it. Richmond Mouillot draws a powerful portrait of her beloved grandparents, long estranged from one another yet both in love with their only granddaughter, whose own lives are a microcosm of the impact of the Holocaust. In discovering what drove them apart, she unfolds a captivating, intensely moving tale of family, love, war, loss, and finding oneself in the tea leaves of the past.”

		—SARAH WILDMAN, AUTHOR OF PAPER LOVE

		“A keenly observed and poignant memoir of one young woman’s journey from North Carolina to the South of France, and from the present day into the dark spaces in the history of her family and of Europe.”

		—MATTI FRIEDMAN, AUTHOR OF THE ALEPPO CODEX AND WINNER OF THE SAMI ROHR PRIZE FOR JEWISH LITERATURE
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			What do you think? Do you also believe that what gives our lives their meaning is the passion that suddenly invades us heart, soul, and body, and burns in us forever, no matter what else happens in our lives?

			—SANDOR MARAI, Embers
 (translated from the Hungarian by Carol Brown Janeway)

		

	
		AUTHOR’S NOTE

		A Fifty-Year Silence is a true story, but it is a work of memory, not a work of history. I relied on historical sources—primary, secondary, and historiographical—in the writing of it, but for the most part I based it on conversations and letters with my grandparents and on my own memories of and reflections about them. I have done my best to verify these memories and reflections by checking them against those of others and against historical documents.

		As I dramatized key scenes from my grandparents’ lives in the pages of this book, I sought to maintain the vertiginous sense of poetry that their silence provoked in my own life. In so doing, I have tried to be as faithful as possible both to their recollections and to the historical facts that informed those moments. Any inaccuracies I may have unwittingly introduced are due to the inherent difficulties of writing about a subject no one is willing to discuss.

		A Fifty-Year Silence seeks to confront and illuminate a shadow that haunts every family: the past, which is at once sharply present and maddeningly vague. Indeed, I originally intended to call the book Traveling Shadows, after a line in Speak, Memory, in which Vladimir Nabokov compares the act of reconstructing the past to studying shadows on a wall. Shadow watching is a solitary and subjective practice, and my observations of my grandparents’ shadows inevitably have been tinged by my own nature and experience; they cannot hope to be exact transcriptions of the people who cast them. As my grandmother said when I finally showed her a draft of this manuscript, “Mirandali, it’s so long ago now, who can remember?” Grandma, all I can say is, I certainly have tried.
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		PREFACE

		In the ten years it took to write everything down, my grandmother died and my grandfather lost his mind. I got married and had a child. I abandoned my intended career, moved to another country, and spent my savings. And the house, which may or may not have started it all, continued to fall down.

		But still I was afraid to begin, for this is a story about a silence, and how do you break a silence that is not your own?

		I turned the question over in my head for what felt like an eternity. I wondered if I had any business—any right, even—to speak of it. And yet, unbroken, it was a burden, one that grew with every passing year. What would I do if I never succeeded in laying it down? Finally, I gave up and prayed.

		Please, could you give me a hint?

		The next day my daughter and I went for a walk behind our hamlet, in the shadow of Alba’s castle, along the path that skirts the Escoutay River. It was the path I looked down the first time I saw this place, and thought, This is my home. The path my grandmother looked down in 1948, the first time she saw this place, and thought, Someday this will be someone’s home.

		And there, among the dandelions and primroses, was what the French would call a clin d’oeil—a wink. It was a clump of four-leaf clovers, a whole posy of them. Finding four-leaf clovers is something my grandmother passed down to me, along with ungraceful ankles and the ability to read fortunes with cards. We find them wherever we go, whenever we most need them. No doubt these days my grandmother, who always preferred agitation to tranquility, has taken up some position as parliamentary delegate or shop steward in the big social movement in the sky, so when I sent that prayer up, she didn’t even bother to pass my petition along. She just made her signature noise, halfway between a snort and a sigh, the sound she always made right before she stepped in and sorted the matter herself, and rippled a message to me through the clover. Knowing her so well for so long, I understood it as clearly as if she had written it out for me in the mud of the riverbank: “Stop putzing around and begin at the beginning.”

		So here I go.

	
		
			PART I
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			The hamlet of La Roche and the Escoutay River, with Alba’s castle in the background, circa 1960.

		

	
		CHAPTER ONE

		WHEN I WAS BORN, MY GRANDMOTHER TIED A red ribbon around my left wrist to ward off the evil eye. She knew what was ahead of me and what was behind me, and though she was a great believer in luck and the hazards of fortune, she wasn’t about to take any chances on me, her only grandchild.

		My grandmother had fled or lost countless homes in her lifetime, and though she never fully resigned herself to living in America, she was determined to die in her house in Pearl River, New York, to which she had retired from her job as a supervising psychiatrist at Rockland State Mental Hospital. She would tell me this with some frequency, because my grandmother viewed death as an interesting dance step she’d eventually get around to learning, or perhaps a pen pal she’d come awfully close to meeting several times—no doubt this intrigued equanimity was part of the reason she managed to live so long.

		My grandmother told me many things over the years, in a jumbled and constant flow of speech. I hung on to her every sentence, fascinated and admiring. Each word she said was like a vivid, tangible object to me, a bright buoy, a bloodred lifeline:

		
			MY Godt

			musckle

			VEG-eh-tayble

			sourrwvive

		

		That was her favorite word. She rolled it out of her mouth with Carpathian verve, inflected with Austro-Hungarian German and French.

		You’re like me, Mirandali, she’d say. You’ll sourrwvive.

		This was immensely comforting, because outside the reassuring confines of my grandmother’s presence, I was never too sure about that.
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		When Grandma wasn’t around, my life was bafflingly full of terror. I say bafflingly because my childhood, albeit eccentric, was outwardly perfectly secure: my parents divorced when I was small, but they’d done so amicably, and each remarried a stepparent I loved as fiercely as if they had all given birth to me. There I was, a nice little girl with two big front yards, climbing apple trees and peeling Elmer’s glue off my hands at recess with my friends, except for the moments when my comfortably ordinary world incomprehensibly fell to pieces.

		Take the day my friend Erin and I locked her little brother in the bathroom, and Erin began belting out a loud rendition of “The Farmer in the Dell” so her parents wouldn’t hear him hollering for us to let him out: one minute I was singing along with her, and the next I was clutching Erin’s arm for dear life, as if she might pull me out from under the avalanche of fear now suffocating me. “Stop,” I begged her. “We have to stop. They played music to drown out the screams of the children when they were killing them.” Years later Erin recalled that she’d been so upset by what I’d said that she’d run crying to her father.

		“What did he say?” I asked her.

		“He told me you came from a family of Holocaust survivors with a lot of bad memories to cope with.”

		All I could think was, I wish someone had told me that.

		With the clumsy logic of a small child, I tried to protect myself from these episodes by constructing scenes of perfect domesticity in which everything was ordered and beautiful: careful dioramas I fitted into Kleenex boxes or arranged on the shelf beside my bed, elaborate habitats I squirreled away in hideouts behind the bushes of our front walk or tucked under my mother’s desk. I would spend hours imagining myself away from the world and into these fictitious universes. If you had asked me, as a child, what I wanted to do when I grew up, I would have told you a career—ballerina, scientist, senator—but what I really wanted was my own home, a place to keep me safe from the lurking menace of destruction, the horrible crumbling feeling I knew was never far-off.

		The habitats I created were of no use at night. I kept my shoes near the front door, so I could grab them quickly if we had to escape in a hurry, but then I’d lie awake and worry we’d have to use the back door instead. Biding my fearful time until I fell asleep, I would calculate how quickly I could jump out of bed and dress and count the places I might hide. I wished I were grown up and more graceful; I believed I was resourceful enough, but not tall enough, to survive. I grieved in advance for the loss of my cozy home with the books on the shelves and the bright bedspread, brush and comb on the dresser, fire in the woodstove, food in the fridge.

		I would call out for my mother to come sit with me, hoping she could keep my nameless fear at bay, and pepper her with questions.

		“Could someone steal our house?”

		My mother always took me seriously, and she replied to my questions honestly, which meant her answers were rarely as reassuring as I wanted them to be. “No,” she would say. “Not usually.”

		“But sometimes?”

		“Well, if something happened.” There would be a small pause as she considered what she would and would not explain. “For example, if you had to go away for a long time, someone could move in, or steal the papers saying you owned it, or make new ones saying it was theirs.”

		“What if you came back?” I’d press.

		“Well, you would have to prove that the house really was yours.”

		“How could you do that?”

		“Well, you could go to court, if the government were still intact.”

		There was also the question of fire. What if someone burned our house down?

		“That’s not very likely.” Her calm, dry voice was silent another moment in the dark room. “Really. It’s very unlikely.”

		But no matter how many times she reassured me with rational considerations of likelihood and risk (no one in our household smoked; we didn’t have a furnace; we owned three fire extinguishers), my mother could not give me the gift of certainty that every child craves. What I longed to hear was That will never happen. But how could she say that? In our family, everyone had lost a home. The unspoken question that nettled me at night was not whether such a thing could happen but how many homes you could lose in a lifetime.

		In my dreams, when sleep finally came, I’d pack quickly for my flight. Only the essentials. Coat, matches, pocketknife. I’d get bogged down as I tried to plan ahead, to think of all the things I would lack: change of underwear, soap, raincoat, antiseptic ointment, adhesive bandages, toilet paper, candles, shoelaces, string, a sweater, powdered milk, wool socks, long johns, tarp, hat, scissors. Pots and pans. A hammer. Stamps. Wallet. Photographs. Some sort of container for holding water. Rubber bands. Gloves, not mittens. A sleeping bag. Salt. Sugar. Towel. Needle and thread.

		All the dreams were the same, except for the ones where they got me before I had time to pack. Sometimes I’d end up in a train, occasionally they’d shoot me right away, and always, afterward, I’d wake to a world drained of color, thick with a desolation so familiar I never even thought to mention it to anyone. I preferred the dreams of flight: in those, my grandmother would come back for me, wrest the excess baggage from my hands, and push me out the door.
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		Anna and Miranda in Pearl River, New York, June 1984.
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		Grandma and I were so close that when I shut my eyes, I can still count the spots on her aging skin, which reminded me of an almond in its smoothness and color. If I concentrate on my fingers, I can feel her silver hair, which even in her extreme old age was soft as silk and streaked with coal black. I can see her standing before her mirror in a pale pink slip, rubbing face cream on her high cheekbones and into her neck, all the way down to her graceful shoulders, doing “face yoga” to keep away the wrinkles, her gold and turquoise earrings quivering in her ears. They had been in her earlobes since she was eight days old, when her ears were pierced in the Romanian Jewish equivalent of a bris for a girl. I spent so much time looking at those earrings that their existence was more intense, more fully real to me than that of other objects. You could say the same of the way I saw my grandmother. She was so beautiful, even her dentures seemed glamorous, in my favorite shades of seashell pink and pearly white. “Your teeth fall out when you don’t have enough food,” she’d say in a matter-of-fact tone when I admired them in their little cup, secretly hoping she’d lend them to me one day. “So I got mine young. But maybe when you’re very old you can have some, too.”

		My earliest memory was of her, of bouncing on her outstretched leg as she chanted a Romanian Yiddish nursery rhyme: “Pitzili, coucoulou …” Not on her knees but on her outstretched leg—my grandmother was the strongest woman I knew. She taught yoga to a group she called “my old ladies” and had a chin-up bar in the doorway of her bedroom. Lest you think she was some sort of health fanatic, I hasten to add that she also drank a pot of coffee a day and had a secret fondness for Little Debbie cakes. My grandmother’s perfume was one of contradictions: she smelled of Roger & Gallet lavender soap, Weleda iris face cream, and raw garlic. Beneath that, her skin had a floral and slightly metallic scent, which put me in mind of roses and iron playground bars. When I open her papers, I can still smell it, growing fainter with the passage of time.

		Her home in New York was like a ship pulled up onto an unknown shore, a bulwark she’d fitted out against the oddities of America, intensely personal in a way that indicated she knew she was here for the duration and was determined to make the best of her stay. Taste-wise, it was a mishmash: fine textiles; valuable etchings by her artist friend Isaac Friedlander; paintings by her psychiatric patients; furniture salvaged from the curb; rag rugs; giant plastic flowers in a gaudy ceramic umbrella stand from Portugal; and the bits of Judaica and African art that are standard-issue home decor for left-wing Jews of a certain age. Her wardrobe was a similar jumble. Her dresses and jackets, custom-made for her by a couture seamstress she’d befriended in Paris, had been subjected over the years to endless alterations, additions, and improvements. She was devoted to a pair of flesh-colored orthopedic ghillies called “space shoes” that a retired figure skater had made for her in the 1950s to relieve the pain in her frost-damaged toes. Her preferred accessories were a child’s sun hat with a bright blue splatter-painted band and matching sunglasses.

		The year after I was born my grandmother bought the house next door to my mother’s house in Asheville as a second home. It was the ugliest house in the neighborhood, but Grandma was extremely proud of it. It looked like a badly constructed pontoon boat had eaten and failed to digest a mobile home, then crashed into the mountainside. It had white aluminum siding and a flat tarpaper roof, with red aluminum awnings that made its doors and windows look like sleepy, half-closed eyes. But my grandmother didn’t care. The house was hers, and that was what mattered.

		Before she moved in, she shipped herself a coal-burning stove and a box of bricks from her house in New York. Grandma sent a lot of things to Asheville over the years, including a pair of fuchsia suede high-heeled sandals too large for anyone but my father, a fur wallet made by one of her psychiatric patients, and a kerosene lamp and cookstove, with live fuel included, “just in case.”

		A lot of things were just in case. Candles and cough drops, the woolen bandage she always carried in her purse. My grandmother practiced a peculiar and intensive form of self-sufficiency. She wasn’t a wilderness type; she just knew that in the end, the only person she could truly rely upon was herself.

		My grandmother lived alone in a way that seemed natural, inevitable, and inviolable, and for all our closeness, it never occurred to me to wonder with whom she had managed to produce her two children, my mother and uncle. She seemed perfectly capable of doing such a thing unassisted, and where in her life would a companion have fit in? Still, I remember a day when I was about five years old, and my mother handed my grandmother a photograph of me posed with my grandfather in a Sears, Roebuck studio, taken that summer on one of his infrequent visits to Asheville.

		My grandmother examined the picture. “What a nice photo. Who’s that with Miranda?”

		My mother replied, “That’s Daddy.”

		My grandmother’s smooth forehead wrinkled into a map of sadness. She looked carefully at the picture, as if searching for a sign. Then she set the photo on the table in front of her.

		“I would never even have recognized him.” She sounded the words out slowly, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t know him if I met him on the street.” She picked it up and looked again. “May I keep this?” she asked.

		“Sure,” my mother said, sounding surprised.

		Later I found the photograph tucked into a picture frame beside my grandmother’s bed, where it remained until her death. At the time I wondered why she wanted to keep a picture of me with someone she didn’t know. I was too young to put one and one together and realize my grandparents might once have been two, to discern they might ever have been anything but strangers to each other.

	
		CHAPTER TWO

		HOW COULD I, AT THAT AGE, HAVE THOUGHT TO match my grandmother to my grandfather? He wasn’t apples to her oranges; he was pine cones or prickly pears: a remote and vaguely terrifying figure who noted corrections in the margins of his dictionaries, sent my letters back marked up with red pencil, and occasionally appeared in our house with tasteful gifts and an inclination to take umbrage in toxic doses. He was retired from the UN civil service and had been an interpreter at the Nuremberg Trials. I didn’t know what the Trials were (we called them “the Trials,” as if they were some kind of kissing cousin or family vacation spot), except that they added to his aura of prestige and authority.

		Yes, he and my grandmother were more than opposites, or perhaps less; they were like the north poles of two magnets, impossible to push close enough together in my mind to make any kind of comparison, let alone a connection. The idea that they might be linked first came to me on the day we began addressing invitations to my bat mitzvah, and I pointed out to my mother that my grandfather hadn’t been included on the guest list.

		“I guess you could send him an invitation,” she replied. “But he’s not going to come.”

		“Why?”

		“Think about it.”

		I could think of a number of reasons my grandfather would choose not to attend my bat mitzvah: for one, he was an avowed atheist; for another, he only came to America when work brought him here, never just to see his family. Or he might be taking silent exception to an undisclosed inventory of offenses and injuries suffered during his last visit. Really, the possibilities were limitless. I chose the most likely among them. “Is he mad at us?”

		My mother shook her head. “He didn’t come to your uncle’s bar mitzvah. I didn’t have a bat mitzvah, but I’m sure he wouldn’t have come to it if I had. He didn’t come to either of my weddings. He didn’t come when you were born.”

		“Why?”

		When my mother raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything, I realized I must have the elements of an answer that she was waiting for me to deduce for myself.

		The response, when it occurred to me, seemed absurd in a contradictory, confusing sort of way: absurd because it was so obvious, or absurd because it seemed so unlikely—I wasn’t sure which, but I ventured it anyway. “Because of Grandma?” My mother nodded, and I considered the two of them, Anna and Armand, holding them beside each other in my mind for the first time. I could easily imagine my grandfather being bothered by my grandmother, but when could they have met? “Have they ever been in the same room together?” I asked.

		My mother laughed. “Well, look at me and your uncle.”

		“They were married?”

		“Of course they were married.”

		“So they’re divorced from each other? When did they get divorced?”

		My mother couldn’t say. She didn’t know when they’d gotten married, and though she remembered her parents’ separation, which had occurred sometime between 1950 and 1953, the divorce had dragged on for nearly two decades, until around 1970. All she could tell me was that they hadn’t spoken in nearly forty years, since 1955.

		Forty years seemed ridiculously, even impossibly, long to me. And like most children that age, my sense of my own importance in the world was inaccurately large. “But I’m his only granddaughter, and it’s my bat mitzvah.” My mother looked dubious. “Besides, if it’s been that long, maybe they’ve forgotten about it. I’m going to invite him.”

		My grandfather responded to my invitation almost immediately, which was very rare for him. Though his answer had been written in haste, his words had the same dry and measured quality they always had, so that it was difficult at first to understand the operatic turn of events he was predicting—essentially, that being in the same place as my grandmother would cause them to have simultaneous heart attacks and die. In a postscript, he asked me to think about what I would like as a bat mitzvah present—what about a safari? We could go on a safari in Kenya, if I liked.

		“Kenya would be about the distance he prefers to maintain between himself and your grandmother,” I remember my mother observing when I read her the letter. Nowadays I marvel at how calmly she discussed a phenomenon that had wrought havoc on her and her brother’s childhoods, but back then I thought it was the way all mothers discussed all things.

		“What happened? What happened to make them be like that?”

		“Who knows? No one has ever figured that out.” My mother had only vague memories of her parents’ marriage and separation. She recalled their passage from France to America on the USS America in December 1948, eating in the ship’s nearly empty dining room with her father while her mother, pregnant with my uncle, lay suffering from nausea in their cabin, where all the furniture not bolted down slid back and forth across the floor as the ship pitched and tossed on the stormy Atlantic. Of those first years on Long Island, she remembered a kitchen table topped with red Formica, a redhandled grapefruit knife my grandmother took with her when she left, frequent fights, and not much else. And then, after the separation, the housekeeper, whom we’d now call the nanny, trying to persuade Anna to return to Armand.

		“So why did they get married?”

		My mother had no satisfying explanation for that, either: “Your grandmother was brilliant and beautiful, and your grandfather was brilliant and handsome. They met in Strasbourg, when they were students. I imagine it must have been quite electric.”

		I was left to flip through the few old photos we had from the years my grandparents had spent together, lovely little black-and-white windows from which a woman and a man named Anna and Armand looked out of the past, silent, enigmatic, and lost. The captions that accompanied my grandmother’s photos were tantalizing: “Anna holding a cat whose leg she had splinted”; “Man on left wanted to marry Anna”; or, my favorite, written for a snapshot of her sitting in a field of narcissus, the flowers like wave caps in the grassy sea around her: “Anna picked bouquets for all 185 patients in the sanatorium.” That was Anna all over. Her love of beauty was militantly democratic. The few pictures of my grandfather had no captions, or very cryptic ones, with no mention of his name, though I recognized his Roman nose, high cheekbones, and wry smile. There was one of him sitting at a desk, his arm flung over the back of the chair, his white shirt peeking out from under his suit jacket, at once elegant and diffident. Another showed him at the summit of a mountain, looking tanned, determined, and very thin. Brilliant, beautiful, and electric: what more could a young girl ask of her grandparents’ long-ago youth?

		But then a week or so later, my mother returned from the mailbox with an envelope for me. It contained a single photocopied page of text, with a note from my grandfather:

		
			A friend sent me this poem, which reminds me of something in my own life. I thought you might like it.

		

		
			It is late last night the dog was speaking of you;

			the snipe was speaking of you in her deep marsh.

			It is you are the lonely bird through the woods;

			and that you may be without a mate until you find me.

			You promised me, and you said a lie to me,

			that you would be before me where the sheep are flocked;

			I gave a whistle and three hundred cries to you,

			and I found nothing there but a bleating lamb.

			My mother said to me not to be talking with you today,

			or tomorrow, or on the Sunday;

			it was a bad time she took for telling me that;

			it was shutting the door after the house was robbed.

			My heart is as black as the blackness of the sloe,

			or as the black coal that is on the smith’s forge;

			or as the sole of a shoe left in white halls;

			it was you put that darkness over my life.

			You have taken the east from me; you have taken the west from me;

			you have taken what is before me and what is behind me;

			you have taken the moon, you have taken the sun from me;

			you have taken God from me, and my fear is great.

		

		“Well, there you go,” said my mother, when I showed her the poem. “He’s not coming. He can’t come.”

		
			[image: ]
		

		Dramatic as that poem sounded, it would be inaccurate to say I was astounded by the discovery of my grandparents’ marriage, divorce, and ensuing silence. Startled, yes, but at the same time, I’d grown up in a universe that revolved around an unspoken maxim: everything can fall apart.

		As a child, I did not discern this principle ordering my life, though by the time I learned about my grandparents, I had begun to feel the contours of its presence. I knew it somehow related to my keeping my shoes by the door and thinking constantly about viable places to hide; to our always having candles and matches at hand; to my mother snapping off the radio or rattling the newspaper shut at the mention of certain things; and to my non-Jewish father remarking from time to time when I visited him and my stepmother, “This will all come down to you, Miranda. You’re going to have to figure out how to carry it all.”

		But I digress in mentioning these phenomena, which I never thought to associate with my grandmother, not back then. I bring up this maxim only to say that in a world that revolved around the possibility that everything might fall apart at any second, the disintegration of my grandparents’ marriage was neither surprising nor spectacular.

		Certainly, my grandmother didn’t treat her relationship with my grandfather—or lack thereof—as if it were anything special. If she deigned to talk about him at all, it was only very briefly, and then she’d veer off onto another topic entirely—obesity in household pets, or her thoughts on the U.S. Postal Service. I still remember the first time I tried to bring up the subject with her, the summer after I turned thirteen. If becoming bat mitzvah had made me a woman, then it was time for me to learn to tell fortunes. “Always have at least one skill to fall back on—it could save your life. It saved mine.”

		“How?”

		“On my last journey home … I was taking a train full of traveling salesmen. They were eying me, and I pulled out my pack of cards. It kept them distracted all night.”

		I was too young to really comprehend the threat she was hinting at, nor how the skill she was offering me might guard against it.

		“I remember another time,” Grandma went on, “in my first year of residency, one of the other residents followed me back to my room, he invited himself in, and he kept moving closer and closer, so I pulled out my deck of cards and proposed a reading! Of course he accepted. It was the strangest combination of cards—I forget what-all, about his family, trouble with an inheritance, a lawyer, or I don’t know what. He got quieter and quieter, and then he just left. Now pay attention, closely-closely, because I can’t teach you. You have to steal it from me.”

		She pulled out a deck of miniature playing cards, with a pink and red Art Nouveau pattern on the back. Half of them were like new, their gilt edges still shiny. The other half, from the sevens up, were battered and worn. “These were your mother’s cards. She foretold a bad fortune and got spooked and gave them back to me. Once you learn, you can have the ones my friend Cilli gave me before I took that last journey home. I used to eat at her house every day—she was a smart girl, at the top of our medical class, but then she had an affair with a doctor, a Romanian aristocrat, and got pregnant. He went home, he said he was going to sort of smooth the way with his family and then send for her, and she never heard from him again, except to send her the pension alimentaire. You know, the alimony—no, the child support. He was a nice little boy, the son, but she was so depressed. Always reading her own cards, which is bad luck, you know. Very bad luck. Never read your own cards.” She tapped them with her finger and commanded, “Cut them, twice now, with your left hand, toward your heart.”

		Everyone in my family had some complaint about my grandmother’s incessant talking—“She’s not hard of hearing, she’s hard of listening,” my father once grumbled after a particularly long disquisition—and I was just old enough to have begun feeling embarrassed by it, by the way she jumped from topic to topic, by her extremely spotty sense of tact, by her refusal to pronounce her w’s correctly. But I still hung on her every word as she zigzagged from one memory to another.

		For hours we counted out the cards together, my grandmother reading and me observing until I had memorized the different steps and layouts and begun to grasp the cards’ many meanings. “Very good,” she said. “You have to keep practicing, though. So you should have something to fall back on,” she repeated. “In case you need money, or what—you never know.”

		She swept the cards off the table and shuffled. “Cilli, I don’t know what happened to her. I think she became a collabo.” I didn’t know what shocked me more, the story ending that way, or my grandmother’s casual use of that terrible word. Now I also wonder how I could already have been familiar with the term—and its implications—at such a young age.

		It suddenly occurred to me that my grandmother might have known my grandfather then, so I ventured, “What about Grandpa? Did he know Cilli?”

		“He met her, Cilli. But he didn’t like her. Maybe he’s the one who told me she was a collabo.”

		“Did you tell his fortune?”

		She laughed. “He never wanted me to. He said it was superstitious, or it made him nervous, or what—he never let me.”

		“Were you together then?”

		“Together … well, you know, I knew his sister, Rosie, and his mother—can you imagine Rosie had never washed her own hair until she got married? I ask you. The only girl of the family. Your grandfather was the baby. Do you know what he told me when we first met? He said he hated his father. Could you imagine, hating your father? I couldn’t believe it. Hating your father. He wouldn’t even say goodbye to him when they were evacuated. Never saw him again. But he was brilliant. Everyone said so. I was taught to admire brilliance.”

		I tried to sift through all of the information tumbling at me, but Grandma was already in Samarkand, or maybe Australia, stressing the importance of “just talking to people,” a skill she claimed my grandfather did not have. “He never could get comfortable. Me, I always just got on a bus and there I was. Like in Russia, in the sixties, visiting the insane asylums.” She made air quotes around those last two words and chuckled. “Boy, did they get mad about that.” Vainly, I tried to steer her off the bus and back toward my grandfather, but she’d already flitted away on another tangent. “I’ve even been to see the—oh, what is it called—the fancy Hitler vacation house.”

		I abandoned my efforts and blinked. “The Hitler vacation house?”

		“You know, where he went on holidays. Famous! Big gardens, paintings, sculptures … it’s on a lake … what’s the name … Berghof? Berchtesgaden? The Adlersnest? You know what I’m talking about. Ah ha!” This last comment was directed at the cards. “See, travel!” She pointed at the nine of diamonds. “And family.” She tapped the ten of hearts.

		I ignored the ten of hearts. “Did you go inside?”

		“Sure not!” She looked at me incredulously. “Go inside? With guards everywhere? Of course I didn’t go inside. But I did rent a little rowboat, and I rowed across to have a look at it. I got real close. I could see the guards. Pick a card,” she interjected, and I obeyed, imagining my grandmother in a little rowboat, the water reflecting on her milky skin and the wind blowing her black curls, watching tiny silhouettes of guards marching like toy soldiers up and down a tree-lined shore, more taken with the image of her than with the geographic location, expecting her to switch courses again and tell me some other tale. “Go inside,” she scoffed instead. “What do you think—he was going to invite me in?”

		“Who?”

		“When I got back I read in the papers that he was in the house at the time.”

		As usual, it was hard to say whether she was ignoring my question or merely answering it sideways. “Hitler?” I persisted. “You mean this was while he was alive?”

		She didn’t even give me a sideways answer this time, just looked at me as if to say, Excuse me, but why else would I go see the fancy Hitler vacation house?

		I could never tell whether these digressions were a reflection of her overly busy mind or a clever feint to distract me from topics she preferred not to discuss.
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