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Chapter One

The last time Ruth Rothwax had been with a group of Germans, she had wanted to poke their eyes out. The feeling had sprung out of her so suddenly and so unexpectedly that it had almost bowled her over. Where had this feeling come from? It had been a fully developed, ferocious wish—not some half-baked, halfhearted aggressive inclination. There had been no buildup, no preparation. One minute she was deep in her own thoughts, the next minute she wanted to gouge an old woman’s eyeballs out. To stick her middle and index fingers right into those wrinkled sockets until the eyes dislodged themselves.

She had felt nauseated for hours after the incident. It had been in Poland, in Gdańsk. She had been staying at the Hotel Marta. The Marta was meant to be a luxurious hotel. But something had gone wrong. The tall, bleak building was awkward and ungainly. It stood on its large block of land, alone and unrelated to anything around it. It was impossible to feel at home at the Marta. A wind howled through the vast lobby each time the front doors were opened. And nothing was where it could be expected to be. The concierge’s desk was hidden behind the women’s toilets and the elevators were at the back of the building, a five-minute walk from the front desk.

The hotel was near the center of the city. It felt as though it was in the middle of nowhere. Ruth’s room was on the seventeenth floor. There was an international golf tournament on in Gdańsk at the time. Every guest at the Marta seemed to be wearing a cap and carrying a set of golf clubs. There was a uniformity in the ensembles, too. The women wore pale sweaters and pastel pants or skirts. The men were dressed in knit tops and plaid or patterned trousers.

The golfers had unnerved Ruth. She didn’t know much about golf, but she didn’t think Poland was high on the list of the world’s premier golfing locations. She had never heard anyone say they were going to Gdańsk to play golf. If people knew of Gdańsk at all, they knew of it as a port city, the home of Solidarity. Still, there were a lot of golf-playing Germans, Scots, and English at the Marta.

The German whose eyesight Ruth had wanted to eradicate got into the lift with her on her second night in Gdańsk. There were four Germans. Two men and two women, in their mid- to late seventies. It was late. After 11 P.M. Ruth was very tired. She moved over to make room for them. The two men were in tuxedos; the women wore evening dresses. They had obviously been celebrating.

One of the women laughed flirtatiously with one of the men. The laughter was the slightly off-key laughter of someone who had been drinking. The man smiled. The woman laughed, again. A high-pitched trill of a laugh. And then it happened. With no warning. All Ruth had felt was a rush of blood to her head. Suddenly her face had been tight with tension. She had turned toward the laughing woman. She had wanted to clamp the woman’s laugh right off. To shut it down permanently. “It’s not that funny,” she wanted to say. She wanted to jab her fingers deep into the woman’s pale blue eyes and repeat, “It’s not that funny.” Ruth’s heart had started pounding. She had held her arms firmly by her side, at the back of the elevator. She had pressed her hands into her hips in an effort to anchor them. She was terrified that they would take flight of their own accord. Act independently of the rest of her. She had thought her fingers might strike out and dig and prod until they had reached the woman’s brain.

The elevator was a particularly slow one. Ruth had thought it would never get to the seventeenth floor. Her hands burned and her skin itched. “It’s not that funny,” she wanted to say. “It’s not that funny.” She had kept her mouth clenched shut. The woman kept laughing. Finally, the elevator stopped at the seventeenth floor. Ruth got out. She walked unsteadily to her room. She sat down on the king-size bed with its blue brocade bedspread and trembled.

That was a year ago. Ruth shuddered at the memory. She felt cold despite the fact that she had already been running for twenty minutes. She was in Poland again. In Warsaw. What was she doing in Poland? It was a good question. She hadn’t come on a whim. She had spent two years talking her father, eighty-one-year-old Edek Rothwax, into joining her on this trip. He was flying in from Melbourne tomorrow.

Ruth checked the pedometer around her waist. She was doing seven miles an hour. She pressed another button. She saw that already she had run almost three miles. The pedometer was strapped onto a belt that also held a drink flask and a cassette recorder. A small microphone was attached to her headphones. This allowed her to record lists of things to be done as she ran. They were breathless recordings, but Ruth was able to decipher them. Her credit cards and some zlotys were tucked into her socks.

In New York, where she lived, she looked like any other runner. Most runners had water bottles around their waists and Walkmans plugged into their ears. But not in Poland. In Poland, Ruth looked weird. Several people in the hotel lobby had stared at her as she left for her run this morning. The doorman, the porter, and a group of Germans. The Germans stared hard and looked perplexed. She had smiled at the Germans. This had unnerved them further. They had all looked away.

Ruth loved running. She loved feeling her hip bones, her abdominal muscles, her legs. She also lifted weights three times a week, in Manhattan. She loved the way her chest seemed to expand when she brought down a lap pull. And she relished the stretch in her pectoral muscles as she strained to bench-press.

Sometimes, in the gym, men stopped their own exercises to watch her squat. It always amused her. She did three sets of twelve repetitions. She wasn’t showing off. She was squatting for herself. For the sheer pleasure of feeling her back and legs as she lowered and raised herself with one hundred pounds on her shoulders. Lifting weights, her body felt alive. She could feel the individual components. Her feet and fingers felt strong. She felt connected to herself in a primal way. At the end of a workout, she felt replenished.

Exercise, she thought, was a reasonable substitute for sex. It wasn’t perfect, but then neither, on the whole, was sex. Ruth thought that more and more women would soon be finding more fulfillment with their exercise equipment than their partners. New York City was full of women complaining about their men, or women complaining about their lack of men. Ruth fitted in well. She was forty-three, twice-divorced, single, and childless.

She had actually had three divorces, but the last marriage was a green-card marriage and she didn’t include it among her marriages or divorces. Ruth had married her first husband at nineteen. She had been chubby and grateful that anyone had wanted to marry her. She hadn’t noticed that he lingered longer than was necessary when he said good-bye to certain of his friends. The marriage ended when she found him jammed inside a young man, in her bed. She had read about homosexuals in books. She hadn’t known that she had known any.

She married husband number two because she felt sorry for him. He couldn’t work out what to do with his life. He was thirty-two. She thought he was very clever and could really do anything he wanted to do. He was a good-looking man. Tall, blue-eyed, and blond-haired. She felt lucky to be married to him. Good-looking men were usually attracted to slim girls and women. She tried to keep the light switched off, in bed at night, and apologized incessantly for earning more money than he did.

That marriage fell apart when he accused her of hindering his search for a vocation. “You’re so efficient at what you do,” he said, “that it intimidates me. I feel crushed. I feel more unable to work out what I want to do, now, than I did when we got married.” He did work out that he wanted half of the small cottage she had bought in their second year of marriage. In the end, she had acquiesced. She sold the house and gave him half of the proceeds. She was surprised to find that she felt happier without him.

Two years after the divorce settlement he suggested that they reconcile. “No thanks,” she said. She had felt elated at her certainty, and had had to tap her right foot ten times to ward off any evil that might have come with such happiness. She had a habit of tapping her right foot ten times to ward off evil. She knew it was stupid. She knew evil couldn’t be warded off. Particularly with the tap of a foot. If tapping was effective, then every Jew in wartime Europe would have been tapping, day and night. Whole cities would have trembled with taps.

Ten taps were hard to disguise. Exceptionally hard in a business meeting. She had to count the taps, too, so she often lost the thread of what was being said. She had a few lesser protective mechanisms such as five rapid blinks of either eye to stop the destruction of small-scale happinesses or success. One year she had had to spit three times over her shoulder when she had felt in danger. That had proved a difficult thing to do in public, and she had been relieved when she’d felt safe enough to give that up.

Ruth tried to curtail the taps and the blinks as much as she could. She knew that if she let all of her idiosyncrasies loose, she could look like a maniac in minutes. These superstitious gestures had been part of her since she was a child. Yet she didn’t believe in the supernatural. She scoffed at star signs, tarot cards, palm readings, clairvoyants, and psychics.

This was the third trip Ruth had made to Poland. She really didn’t know why she was here. And she didn’t know why she wanted her father to join her. Her first trip to Poland was just to see that her mother and father came from somewhere. To see their past as more than an abstract stretch of horror. To see the bricks and the mortar. The second time was an attempt to be less overwhelmed than she was the first time. To try and not cry all day and night. And she had cried less on that second visit. Now, she was here to stand on this piece of earth with her father.

Edek Rothwax hadn’t wanted to come to Poland. When Ruth had first asked him, he’d said no. “What do you want to go to Poland for?” he had said. “There is nothing there. Everyone is dead. There is nothing to see.” One day Ruth had felt a crack in Edek’s resistance. She had told him she was going to go to Poland, on her own, again.

“You still want so much to go to Poland?” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “I’d really like to be there with you.”

“You are crazy,” Edek said. “Where do you think we will be? Somewhere important? No. There is nothing important there. There is nothing there.”

“We could go to Monte Carlo afterward,” she had said. Edek loved a poker machine, and, Ruth was sure, although she’d never been there, that Monte Carlo must have poker machines.

“Pheh,” Edek said. “We got such poker machines in Melbourne, now.”

“We’ll stay in a really nice hotel,” Ruth said.

“You can afford the best hotels,” he said, “in Las Vegas, in Monte Carlo, in Poland.”

He was always telling her what she could afford. “You can afford to take it a bit easy,” he would say if she said she was tired. “You shouldn’t work so hard,” he said regularly. “You can afford for someone else to do your work for you. You can afford anything.”

He also wanted her to buy things. Cars in particular. He called constantly with suggestions of good cars to buy. They were always Lincoln Continentals, Cadillacs, or Pontiacs. He loved American cars, and he couldn’t understand Ruth’s lack of interest in them. “It costs four hundred dollars a month to garage a car in Manhattan,” she would say to him. “You can afford it,” he would say.

He called with other suggestions of what she could afford, too. These were mainly gadgets. Gadgets that chopped onions or cleared drains or converted currency. Ruth had said no to a self-retracting extension cord, an ultrasonic moth repeller, a handheld paper shredder, an indoor and outdoor thermometer, a pen that wrote underwater, a portable security motion detector, and hundreds of phones, fax machines, and photocopiers. If she had taken up all of Edek’s suggestions she wouldn’t, now, be able to afford anything.

When she first went into business on her own, Edek had been very nervous. “You have, finally, such a good job,” he had said. Edek’s dream had been for Ruth to be a lawyer. He saw the job she had writing letters and speeches at Schoedel, Firth, and Thomson, a large New York law firm, as a great disappointment. As Ruth’s salary rose, Edek’s disappointment eased. Ruth got the job by accident. She had a master’s degree in twentieth-century literature, a degree that was not in high demand, and she had four years’ experience as a private secretary in Melbourne. She had been working as a temporary typist at Schoedel, Firth, and Thomson, and trying to decide if she should stay in New York or return to Australia. She’d been in New York for three years. She was thirty-three. One evening, just as she was about to leave the office, a senior partner asked her to type a speech for him. It was late. Even the late-working secretaries had left. It was a terrible speech. Ruth typed it up. She also typed an alternative version. She left both speeches on the partner’s desk. Two weeks later she was on the permanent staff of Schoedel, Firth, and Thomson with four weeks’ annual vacation and a health care package.

“It makes me jittery,” Edek had said to her, two years later, when she told him of her plans to branch out on her own. To start her own business. A letter-writing business. Edek had liked the wooden sign she had had made for her new office. “ROTHWAX CORRESPONDENCE. EST. 1991” it said. “LETTERS WRITTEN ON ALL SUBJECTS FOR ALL OCCASIONS.” And his fears were mollified by the number of office items she had had to purchase in order to start the business.

Now that Rothwax Correspondence was successful, Edek was convinced that the company had been his own idea. “I did say to you,” he said to Ruth regularly, “that if those lawyers could afford to pay you so much and still make a profit, there was for sure a profit to be made in this letter-writing business.”

Ruth looked at her watch. Her father would be arriving in about thirty hours. Edek Rothwax had been forced out of his home, in Poland, when he was twenty-three. He hadn’t been back since. He was nearly eighty-two now. He was twenty-three when he, his sister, two of his brothers, and his mother and father were ordered to leave their home. Like all the other Jews of Łódź, they left everything behind. They left the furniture, the piano, the bedding, the books, the china, the cutlery, the crockery, the photographs, the clothes. They took only what they could carry.

It was February 1940. They walked, with all the other Jews, along the one street they were allowed to use for their relocation. Mothers, fathers, children, grandmothers, and grandfathers carried their possessions in sacks, sheets, suitcases, prams, and upturned tables. Bearded men carried bundles of books bound together with string. A freezing wind howled and smacked at them. It was an exceptionally cold winter. They were not allowed to use the sidewalks. Over one hundred and fifty thousand Jews walked on the side of the road. They had to step out of the way whenever a car or truck drove by. The procession took days.

The Nazis had allocated 5.8 Jews to each room in their new homes. The Jews walked to those rooms, in the run-down slum area that had been designated for them, hanging onto their belongings and to each other. They walked out of their own lives, and, six years later, the few Jews who had survived found no trace of their former lives left.

“I don’t know why I want to be in Poland with you,” Ruth had said to her father the last time she had talked about going to Poland.

“I, for sure, don’t know why,” he had said.

“I just want to,” Ruth said, “that’s all I know.”

“You are supposed to be so clever,” Edek had said. “If you don’t know, who should know?” Ruth sensed a barrage of criticism coming her way. She began to say good-bye. Edek interrupted her. “It is not important for me to go to Poland,” he said. “For me, it is all finished there. But, if it is so important for you, I will go to Poland with you.”

Ruth was stunned. “When do you want to go?” Edek said.

“Next month,” she had said.

“Okay,” said Edek. “You buy the tickets and pick me up on the way.”

Ruth had been so taken by surprise, she hadn’t been able to answer him. “Thanks, Dad,” was all she had said. She had had to call him back and explain that Melbourne was not on the way from New York to Warsaw. She wouldn’t be able to pick him up. She would have to meet him there.

Ruth felt a bit dizzy. She was used to running in larger spaces. She had been following the paths and promenades cutting across and around the Saxon Gardens. The park, off Piłsudskiego Place, a large square, was one of Warsaw’s most popular gardens. Two soldiers, with the freshly scrubbed faces of the young, guarded the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, at one end of the square. They marched in brisk unison around the memorial. Their black, highly polished metal-tipped boots clicked in a sharp synchronicity that echoed around the square.

The gray, thin winter light gave the park a sparse, Spartan demeanor. The Baroque sculptures, the fountain, and the benches didn’t seem to add any warmth. There were over a hundred species of trees in the two-hundred-year-old gardens. They all looked the same to Ruth. They had trunks and they had branches. Maybe in summer, when they had leaves, it would be easier to differentiate between them.

Ruth didn’t know a great deal about nature. Trees were green, to her. Grass was green. Nature was green. Too much green made her feel claustrophobic. She was glad it was winter. Jews weren’t meant to know about trees. They weren’t meant to be able to distinguish between poplar trees and oak trees, or birch trees or maple or willow trees. In Yiddish, there was one word for tree. Tree. It covered all trees.

There were quite a few people walking to work through the Saxon Gardens. On the whole, they didn’t look happy. They looked locked into some kind of misery. New Yorkers didn’t spend their days smiling, but there was a purposefulness and a vivacity to their snappiness and their lack of patience. Here in Poland, people looked oppressed. In 1983, on her first trip to Poland, Ruth had thought that they looked oppressed because of the terrible conditions that most Polish people were living under. There had been a dire shortage of food, then. Long lines of people queued for bread, for milk. There were queues for everything. Queues for soap, shampoo, toilet paper. Things were very grim for all Poles in 1983. The luxury goods stores in Warsaw displayed tubes of toothpaste and packets of laundry powder in the middle of otherwise empty shelves.

Things had certainly changed since then. Now you could buy Chanel, Armani, Guerlain, Ralph Lauren, and Calvin Klein. And food stores were stocked with sausages and cheeses, and pickled and potted meats and herring, and smoked and roasted ducks and chicken. But everyone still looked miserable. In restaurants, shops, and offices, the notion of service hadn’t been wholly absorbed. Train conductors, shop assistants, clerks, and waiters seemed to slip from sycophantic to surly with unseemly speed. Most officials could lurch from obsequious to peremptory, in any exchange, with no evidence of what caused the switch. It was hard to like Poles, really, Ruth thought. A lot of Jews disliked Poles. “They’re a suspicious and sour people, and they seem to have a monopoly on stained, brown teeth,” her friend Aaron, a lawyer she had worked with, had said when she told him she was going to Poland.

You rarely heard Jews voice similar sentiments about Germans. Jews might express anger or hostility or a fear of Germans, but they didn’t deride them in the same way that they slurred Poles. Ruth found this strange. Yet she was the same. She hardly ever expressed any hostility to Germans. But given half a chance, a round of aggression would fly out of her if she spoke about the Polish. “They look harsh and crushed and wrinkled and old as soon as they hit forty, as though their souls have slipped out of them and turned into skin,” she had said to someone recently. What sort of a way was that to speak about any human being? She hated herself when she said things like that.

A man’s voice startled her. “I think you can hear me,” he said. She looked around. There was no one there. She slowed down. Who could have said that? Where did the voice come from? There was definitely no one there. The nearest person was thirty or forty feet away, at the end of the path. She must have imagined it. Maybe she was missing New York. In New York there was always someone saying something to you, or to themselves. She slowed down to a walk. She was probably more tense and more jet-lagged than she realized. She decided to go back to the hotel.

A couple walked past her. Ruth recognized fragments of their conversation. Fragments that were of no use. Ja nie moge. I can’t. Ja ci mówie. I am telling you. She’d heard Polish spoken by her parents all of her life, and she understood so little of it. A van with Hebrew lettering and OUR ROOTS, in uppercase print on its side, drove by. Ruth remembered the brochure she had found in her hotel room in Warsaw on her last trip. The brochure, Through Jewish Warsaw, was published by Our Roots, the “Jewish Information and Tourist Bureau.” The brochure detailed six tours, and the times you could be picked up for each tour from six different hotels. The price for all the tours was in U.S. dollars.

Tour One covered the Warsaw Ghetto, the Jewish Cemetery, the Nozyk Synagogue, the Jewish Historical Institute, and the ghetto wall. Tour Two was identical to Tour One except for the pickup times. Tour Three was stated, as Warsaw-Auschwitz/Birkenau-Warsaw. Tour Four offered Warsaw-Treblinka-Warsaw and Tours Five and Six had Majdanek as part of their package. Neither the guides nor the people in the Our Roots office seemed Jewish to Ruth.

Ahead of Ruth, at the edge of the park, a young woman, about twenty, was squatting beside a tree. As Ruth got closer she realized that the young woman was having a shit. A thick roll of brown shit hung from the woman’s bum. Ruth felt nauseated. She wished she hadn’t seen the shit in such detail. How could a young woman do that? There were hotels with public toilets nearby. Ruth wondered why this relatively uncommon sight seemed so Polish to her. She had never seen anyone shitting in public in Poland before. Why did she see Poles as coarse and vulgar? It was very prejudiced of her. Two women walked by. They were probably her own age, Ruth thought, though they looked about sixty. They both scrutinized Ruth, then nudged each other and continued to stare at her. Ruth felt uncomfortable. Why were the women being so aggressive?

Like many Polish women, they were over-lipsticked. Their bright red lipstick extended way above and beyond their mouths, and the black penciled curves on their foreheads were not in the same place that the eyebrows they were mimicking could possibly have been. They looked harsh and judgmental. Photographs of two other Polish women had appeared in the New York Times, the morning that Ruth left for Poland. The article accompanying the photographs was about the prevalence of domestic violence in Poland. All that bowing and kissing of hands, which so many Polish men indulged in, may have masked more disturbing habits. The Times quoted a common Polish proverb: “If a man does not beat his wife, her liver rots.”

The Polish government was now embarking on a billboard campaign to let people know that brutality could not be viewed as a family disagreement. A photograph from one of the billboards reproduced in the New York Times showed a blond girl, her face swollen and bleeding. The caption read: Bo musial jakoś odreagować. Because he had to let off steam. In another billboard, a battered and cut woman was photographed with her young son. Bo zupa byla za słona, the caption said. Because the soup was too salty. There was nowhere for battered Polish women to go. There were very few women’s shelters. Warsaw didn’t have a women’s shelter. There was no one for the women to turn to. The police, prosecutors, and the Polish public saw men as the kings of their own domain. Complaints about men were hard to get heard. It was also hard to get divorced, in this highly Catholic country. Poland had one of the lowest divorce rates in Europe.

Ruth hurried past the two women in the park. She was five minutes away from the hotel. When she got there, she would write out the list of things to do that she had dictated on her run. The thought of putting things in order soothed her. She liked order. She liked things to go smoothly. Disturbance unnerved her. Even a change in the weather disturbed her. She saw it as disorderly.

A terrible lack of order had disrupted her mother’s life, when her mother was fifteen. Ruth’s mother was still in high school when the Germans took over Łódź. The Germans took over Łódź on the fifth of September, 1939. The fifth of September, almost seventeen years to the day before Ruth Rothwax would come into the world, already quiet. Already understanding that things had been thrown out of kilter in her world, and would remain tilted and off-balance for years. Photographs of Ruth show a wide-eyed, somber baby girl in the arms of a mother whose small smile masked none of her torment.

In Łódń, on that day in September 1939, people could hear cannon fire and shelling and the low rumble of artillery heading toward them. “It was so quiet in the streets,” her mother had told her. “It was like even the birds and the flies had stopped breathing,” Rooshka Rothwax had said to Ruth. “Even children were quiet.” When Ruth listened to Rooshka talk like this, she could feel the silence herself. A silence that had enveloped the Jews of Łódń. All everyday noise seemed to have stopped. As though everyone had caught a hint of what lay ahead.

Hundreds of German troops had arrived a few days later. The soldiers sang, with gusto, songs about Jewish blood flowing from their knives. “You could smell the evil,” Rooshka had said. New edicts from the Germans appeared daily in Łódń. Jews were allowed to be on the streets between 8 A.M. and 5 P.M. Any Jew seen on a street at any other time would be shot. The Germans began to round up Jewish men. They made them hop and jump in the street. They cut men’s side-locks off and set fire to their beards. Rooshka’s mother sent Rooshka out to buy bread. It was safer for Rooshka to go. She was in less danger than her father or any of her four brothers.

The Poles were eager to prove their loyalty to the Germans. Heil Hitler, they said. Heil Hitler. They pointed out Jews to the Germans. Poles who went to school with Jews pointed their former friends out. Poles who had done business with Jews, for years, turned them in to the Germans for any infraction of the new rules. “You’ll be sorry you didn’t fuck with me,” a boy Rooshka went to school with said to her. “No one will want to touch you now, you piece of shit,” he said. “You missed out on a good fuck.” Rooshka said nothing. She walked away from him. “You thought you were better than me,” he shouted. “Well, you’re not. The Germans know who is shit and who isn’t.”

Rooshka Rothwax, Rooshka Spindler, then, had been a shy girl. Bookish, despite her quite startling beauty. She wasn’t really interested in boys. She wanted to be a doctor. A pediatrician. She knew that for a Jewish girl from a poor family to stay in school it was necessary to have no distractions. “I want you to marry Edek Rothwax,” Rooshka’s mother had said to her, the day they had to move into the ghetto. “They are rich. You will be safer with them, and you will be able to help us, too. He has been chasing you for years. I think he will be a good husband.” Edek and Rooshka were married, in the ghetto, on December 7, 1940. She was sixteen.

Ruth wiped the sweat from her face. She was surprised at how sweaty she was. She’d thought that she probably wouldn’t sweat much in this cold weather. She had been deep in thought. She often thought about things when she was running. Thoughts that she managed to avoid at other times often arrived in the middle of a run.

Ruth thought about her mother. Order appeared to have returned to Rooshka Rothwax’s universe, in Melbourne, Australia. The bunks, the barracks, the lice, the mud, seemed to have receded. But the recession was only on the surface. The silk blouse and the suntan couldn’t erase the dead, their arms and legs sometimes still twitching. It couldn’t erase the pus, the vomit, the shit, the piss. It couldn’t eradicate the stench of all that flesh burning. Rooshka’s mother and father and three sisters and four brothers’ bodies had been part of that terrible smell.

In Australia, Rooshka Rothwax’s house smelled of Chanel No. 5 perfume and Christian Dior creams and lotions. Everything was in its place. Rooshka ironed and folded towels and tea towels, napkins and sheets. She ironed handkerchiefs. She stored things in neat, carefully organized shelves. You could see at a glance where everything was kept. Everything was in its place. And Rooshka needed it that way. Now and then Edek accidentally put something where it didn’t belong. A pillowcase on top of the towels, or a couple of bowls where the saucers should have been. It always left Rooshka distraught. Order was everything.

Ruth Rothwax tried hard to be disorderly. She didn’t want to be like her mother. At work, she practiced messing up her desk. Moving pieces of paper so that they weren’t perfectly aligned. It wasn’t easy, and Ruth felt proud when she could tolerate some chaos. She felt overjoyed the day she managed to leave her apartment without making her bed. She was also in the process of trying to create a degree of disarray among the coat hangers in her closet. For most of her life, she had needed her hangers all to face the same direction. Now, if she accidentally put one back the wrong way, she tried to leave it there. At least for a day. Ruth could see the absurdity of some of the issues she was trying to come to grips with. How many sane people wrestled with their coat hangers? She started to laugh and almost tripped over. It was impossible to laugh and run. She straightened herself up.

She imposed order on herself in other ways. She allowed herself a maximum of twelve minutes to read People magazine. She knew that People magazine was rubbish, and that it often gave her a headache to read about this starlet’s battle with bulimia, or that actress’s long road to recovery from alcoholism. Even the divorces and marriages were hard to digest. She had barely caught up with a celebrity’s second marriage when the magazine was reporting his third. A twelve-minute limit to this information seemed to settle Ruth’s conflict about the place People magazine should occupy in her life.

The place that New York City occupied in her life had crept up on her. For her first five years in the city, she had claimed she was in transit. On the verge of returning to Australia. Now, after twelve years, she had to acknowledge that she loved New York. She loved it most when things worked. When a taxi arrived as soon as you raised your arm. When the train to Greenport, Long Island, left at 7:04 P.M., on Friday, and the ferry that took her to Shelter Island was waiting in Greenport for that train.

She liked Shelter Island because it was quiet, but also because everyone obeyed the rules. If you drove through a stop sign, it would appear in the “Police Blotter,” in the Shelter Island Reporter, the following week. Ruth knew that being on Shelter Island relaxed her, and she tried to spend at least six weekends a year there. She needed the peace of mind and the freedom that the island gave her.

Order helped Ruth to experience freedom. Children of Holocaust survivors found it hard to feel freedom. Ruth had read that many times. They found it difficult to separate from their parents. Difficult to have a life of their own. Difficult to have a life. They had to create obstacles and burdens for themselves. To align themselves with their parents. To experience at least some of the horror. Weighted down with fear, apprehension, and depression, they felt free enough to go on. Children of survivors had to fill up their parents’ emptiness. They had to make up for lost objects and people and ideals. No wonder freedom seemed far-fetched for so many of them.

The warnings of impending danger that children of survivors received from their parents were not overt or intentional. Parents didn’t shout out their knowledge of the hostility of the world. They didn’t have to. The children had received that message of omnipresent threat a long time ago. The children understood, too, that they had to keep their anger to themselves. How could you be angry with parents who had suffered so much? The children became adept at turning their anger on themselves. And dealing with parents who were too preoccupied to notice the angers and upsets of ordinary, everyday life. Parents who were always preoccupied. Always somewhere else, somewhere out of reach. In a past that was untouchable.

There were also strange envies and resentments to grapple with. Ruth knew that her mother envied her for having a mother. And she knew, when she was a teenager, that her mother resented the fact that Ruth had a youth. Ruth tried to dispense with her youth. She cultivated a serious weariness. At twelve, when she began to attract looks, she tried to get rid of them, too. She covered her new breasts with bulky dresses that covered most of the rest of her.

Her mother’s looks were one of the few things about Rooshka Rothwax that had survived intact. Rooshka was exceptionally beautiful. And Ruth didn’t want anything to diminish the importance of that. So, Ruth put on pounds and pounds of fat, and soon no one looked at her, except in pity. By the time Ruth felt safe enough to emerge, Rooshka Rothwax was dead and buried.

Ruth grieved for her mother for years. She was twenty-eight when her mother died. Rooshka had died of cancer, at sixty. She had died with her beauty undimmed, her looks as luminous as they had ever been. Ruth often still cried, now, when she thought of her mother. A psychologist once asked Ruth if she had linked her mother’s death with her own ability to lose weight. Ruth had nearly fainted at the question. It was not a connection that had occurred to her. A lack of understanding about the connections and complications of being the child of survivors was not the only thing missing from most children of survivors. Children of survivors depressed Ruth. She tried to avoid them. She found them curiously blank and lifeless. Joyless. The high achievers seemed as muffled as the more forlorn.

Even in expansive moments children of survivors still seemed mute. Ruth had watched Leon Wasserstein at his wedding to wife number two. Ruth had been at school, in Melbourne with Leon. He was a short, slight man. A scientist. He looked frightened even when he was expressing happiness. Leon was born, after the war, in Bergen-Belsen. When Ruth asked him about Bergen-Belsen, he said he had no memory of it and was sure it had had no effect on him. “It was my mother and father who suffered,” he had said.

Leon Wasserstein was forty-three when he married for the second time. His wife, a tall, big-boned, blond Australian, several years older than Leon, announced that she and Leon were going to dance for the guests. “My wife Lee-Anne choreographed these dances, herself,” Leon added, before they began dancing.

On the dance floor, Leon Wasserstein looked like a child trying to guess what was going to happen next. Lee-Anne flung him around. He followed her movements as best as he could. They were tricky movements. The couple had to put their hands up, then their hands down. They had to kick the right leg out in front of them, then kick the left. They had to turn toward each other with their arms outstretched, and turn back again, and clap. They had to step this way and that way, and turn and whirl.

At one stage, the bride’s blue satin dress billowed wildly and nearly swallowed poor Leon. When he emerged, he was still kicking. Ruth noticed that although Leon’s fingers and toes were animated, his face had remained peculiarly unmoved. By the third dance, Ruth had had to leave the room. She couldn’t bear the sight of Leon nodding his head to a beat that was clearly out of his reach.

Ruth was about to enter the Bristol Hotel. The Bristol was one of Warsaw’s most expensive hotels. “I think you can hear me,” a voice said. Ruth nearly fell over. It was that voice again. Her heart started pounding. She looked behind her. There was no one there. She was alone. She looked in front of her. The doorman was standing behind the large, glass doors of the hotel. There was no one else about. The doorman stepped forward to open the door for Ruth. She turned away. She walked briskly along Krakowskie Przedmieście. Then, with no warning, she stopped and looked back. There was no one there. Nobody was following her.

She began to walk back to the Bristol. “I think you can hear me,” the voice said again, with an emphasis on the word you. Ruth felt frightened. She began to tremble. She pulled herself together. She was just tired, there was no one there. “I can’t hear you,” she said, defiantly, to the almost empty street. “I knew you were the one,” the voice said triumphantly. Ruth shook herself. This was absurd. She was, clearly, hearing things. She had always had an overly active imagination. She really must be very tired.





Chapter Two

Two wake-up calls, five minutes apart, woke Ruth up. She always requested two wake-up calls in hotels. It decreased the odds of the call being forgotten by 50 percent. Three minutes later, the alarm clock she had set rang. At home, in her regular life, she had weaned herself off a variety of multiple wake-up mechanisms. She now made do with two alarm clocks.

Ruth found it hard to go to sleep at night. Night had an endlessness about it. An excessive number of unstructured and unknown hours that frightened her. Alarm clocks punctuated that time. Marked the end with a loud ring. Alarm clocks enabled Ruth to feel some sense of certainty about waking up.

She confused sleep with death, one shrink had said to her. Another suggested that sleep frightened her as what happened when she was asleep was something that was out of her control. Ruth didn’t like either theory.

She had slept well last night. She often slept well in hotels. There was less to feel anxious about. Someone was on guard all night. In expensive hotels several someones were on guard. There were security systems. Cameras that roamed the elevators, staircases, and hallways. There were fire and smoke detectors. Less could be overlooked.

Ruth felt refreshed. Her head felt clear. Her vasomotor system must have gone astray yesterday. She wasn’t sure exactly what her vasomotor system was. She thought it had something to do with her nervous system. She imagined it as a series of wires connected to her brain. When one of them came loose, things went a bit haywire.

She thought that as a mature person, she should understand the workings of the brain in more detail. But she didn’t want to. If you knew too much, Ruth felt, about how any part of your body functioned, it left you more vulnerable about what could go wrong. Certain things, Ruth was certain, could cause a loose connection in the brain’s electrical circuitry. Like jet lag. It must have been jet lag that made her imagine someone was speaking to her.

She had a suite in the Bristol. A bedroom and a living room. The living room had a sofa, an armchair, a coffee table, and bookshelves. The books in the shelves simulated somebody’s real collection. There were well-thumbed-through old volumes, and current titles. A couple of the book covers were torn. It was an upper-class library that this collection was imitating. There were several leather-bound books and no paperbacks.

Ruth had tried to look through the books on the shelves last night. But there wasn’t enough light in the living room. On the whole, the more you paid for a hotel, the less you could see. As though an adequate amount of light might lower the tone. The lighting definitely seemed to dim or brighten in direct ratio to the dollars expended by the guests.

Ruth got out of bed. She couldn’t see herself in the mirror. If she stayed in hotels any more expensive than this, she would have to pack a flashlight. All four phones in the suite rang. Ruth looked around. She couldn’t see any of them. Every surface contained a figurine or a vase or a bowl. It took her a couple of minutes to locate a phone.

“We can put calls through to you now, madam?” the hotel operator asked.

“Yes,” she said. She had forgotten that she had asked not to be disturbed until 8 A.M. today.

“You have Maximilian on line two for you,” the operator said. “Line two is in the bedroom.”

“Maximilian?” Ruth said.

“Yes, madam, Maximilian,” the operator said. “She waits for you already five minutes.”

Ruth picked up the other phone. “Hi, Max,” she said. “The operator told me Maximilian was on the line.”

“She called me Maximilian,” Max said. “Maximilian is better than Maxine. I told her it was just Max. I told her that my parents wanted my brother to feel involved in my birth, that they didn’t want him to feel left out, so they let him name me. I told her he was six and he named me Max. I explained it to her carefully, but she didn’t seem to get it.”

Ruth laughed. Max often made her laugh. Max was twenty-six. She had been working for Ruth for five years. Max always overcommunicated everything. It drove some people mad, but Ruth found it an endearing quality. When Max’s effusive explanations got too much for her, she would say, “Edit, Max, edit.” Max never took offense. She just removed the extraneous detail. Ruth was very fond of Max.

“Max, isn’t it very late at night for you?” Ruth said. “You can’t still be in the office?”

“No, I’m at home,” Max said. “It’s two o’clock in the morning.”

“Two o’clock in the morning?” said Ruth.

“I thought it would be easier to catch you at this time,” Max said. “I’m always up anyway. I’ll be brief and to the point, I don’t want to intrude on what has to be a very emotionally tumultuous trip.”

“The tumult hasn’t quite started,” Ruth said. “But let’s not run up your phone bill more than necessary. Is everything okay?”

“Everything in the office is A-1,” Max said. “If my personal life was in as good shape as this company, I’d be off and away. Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

“Good,” said Ruth.

“Bern is working out well,” Max said. “He got in late this morning, but he said, and I believe him, that there was some kind of holdup on the subway. They kept the train at Union Square station for thirty minutes. With the doors closed. He couldn’t get off. That doesn’t happen so often now, but it used to happen to me, regularly.”

“Edit, Max, edit,” Ruth said. She didn’t need to hear about Bern’s battles with the city’s transport system. She had hired Bern two months ago. He used to make deliveries to them from a local stationery store. Ruth liked him from the first day she’d met him. She had asked him why he didn’t stop smoking. “I’m not a quitter,” he had replied. Ruth was impressed by his eloquence and his good nature. He often asked Ruth questions about the business.

“You are a smart dude,” he had said to her one day. “I’d like a company like this.”

“You could have one, one day,” she’d said.

“I need to learn the business first,” he said. “Would you give me a job?” The question had taken her by surprise. Bern was very young. He was only eighteen.

“I’ll do your pickups and deliveries,” he said. “I’ll clean the office. I’ll do all the jobs you don’t want to do until I’ve learned the business and I’m more useful.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said. A week later, she hired Bern.

Bern hadn’t stopped smiling since he’d got the job. His mother had called Ruth to thank her for giving Bern this opportunity. Ruth had felt bad. She felt she wasn’t giving Bern all that much.

“We needed someone else in the office,” she said to Bern’s mother.

“Not many white women would give a young black man a chance,” Bern’s mother had said. “I’m going to pray for you in church, on Sunday.”

“Thank you,” Ruth had said.

Ruth knew life was hard for young black kids, especially boys. She could see how segregated America was. If you went to the theater or a dinner party or a museum or an art gallery, you saw very few black people. At an opening of anything, in New York, everyone wanted to let themselves be seen being friendly to the two and a half black people who were present.

Ruth was very fond of Bern, but she didn’t want to be sitting in the Bristol Hotel, in Warsaw, discussing delays in the New York City subways.

“Sorry,” Max said. “We’ve got an order for fifteen different thank-you letters. It’s Mr. Newton of Newton Labs. He wants fifteen thank-you-for-your-thoughts-while-I-was-ill letters. His secretary said to make sure we don’t duplicate any of his thank-you-for-our-wedding-anniversary-gifts letters. I can’t put fifteen different versions together from our thanks-for-your-thought file, especially if they can’t duplicate the wedding-anniversary letters. There were seventy-five of them, I looked them up. Each one was slightly different.”

“I’ll do it,” Ruth said. “What was wrong with Mr. Newton?”

“Bypass surgery,” said Max.

“Okay,” Ruth said. “I’ll do that right now.”

The business center of the Bristol Hotel had a genteel, refined, and very masculine air. It was furnished with large, well-padded leather sofas and armchairs. Leather-bound books lined the bookshelves and tasteful framed prints, drawings, and historical documents were on the walls.

“Are you looking for someone, madam?” the man at the business desk asked her.

“I need to fax some documents,” she said. He looked surprised. “There are a lot of women doing business today,” she said. “Probably even in Poland.”

“Of course we have faxing facilities,” he said, and stood up, rapidly, to greet a very fat man with a gold fob watch hanging from his pinstriped waistcoat.

Ruth pulled up a file labeled Thanks-Post-Surgery from her new laptop computer. It was the smallest and lightest computer on the market. Her father would have approved of this purchase, Ruth thought.

Ruth blinked her left eye five times. She always did this when she composed letters referring to a person’s health, or death. It was a strange safeguard she didn’t really understand. A sign to someone, a higher being, maybe, that she knew these things were not to be meddled with. But she didn’t believe in higher beings. She didn’t believe in God.

“There is no God,” was the only reference to religion that was voiced when Ruth was growing up. “There is no God,” her mother said, always looking up at the sky. Ruth often wondered why her mother looked upward when she made this statement. She never asked. She didn’t want to hear the stories of babies used as footballs by the Gestapo, or babies who had their heads smashed against brick walls again.

Ruth finished the thank-you letters without any more blinking. A man sat down on the other side of the table she was working at. She recognized him. He had been at the front desk when she left for her run yesterday. “I am a physician,” he had kept shouting, in his thick German accent. “I am a physician and I do not like the room you have given to me.”

Forty-five percent of German doctors became members of the Nazi party during the Third Reich. Ruth knew that from her reading. Doctors were the largest group of any professionals to join the Nazi party. The Nazi Physicians’ Association, in March 1933, appealed to their fellow physicians who had so far resisted the cause. “No profession is as Jew-ridden as the medical profession,” they said in a published statement. “Jewish doctors control the professorships in medicine, take the spirit out of the medical art, and have imposed on generation after generation of young physicians a mechanistic spirit.”

A mechanistic spirit. Ruth had an image of a group of German doctors dispensing warmth and exuberance and tenderness once they had rid themselves of those mechanistically spirited Jews. In April 1933 Nazi doctors and SA Sturmabteilungen troops stormed public hospitals and clinics and universities expelling their Jewish colleagues. Removing the Jewish doctors removed the competition. German doctors’ careers flourished.

Ruth looked at the German doctor sitting opposite her. He seemed calmer this morning. They must have given him the room that he wanted. He was a thickset man in his seventies, with coarse features and a large, grim face. Ruth wondered if he still saw patients. She wouldn’t want to have her health in this physician’s hands.

It had taken Ruth a long time in America to find a doctor she liked who was on her health insurance company’s list of doctors. Health care was a large issue for most Americans. The issue was the health insurance. How to get the insurance, how to pay for it, and exactly how much health was covered by this insurance.

Health care insurers were often portrayed as being more interested in their own profit than anyone else’s pain. The image of insurance companies as paternal, trustworthy institutions, who provided peace of mind for their insured, was almost gone, in America, today.

Some insurance companies had a bleak past. Days after Kristallnacht, that night in November 1938 when German mobs smashed, looted, and burned one hundred and seventy-one synagogues and thousands of Jewish shops and businesses, German insurance companies seized the opportunity to save themselves money. Nineteen of the forty-three German fire insurance companies stood to suffer losses for the year if they honored the policies held by their Jewish policyholders.

The Isar Life Insurance Company articulated the problem eloquently in a letter dated November 17, 1938, in which it explained that so many Jewish clients were desperately trying to cash in their policies that “the worst fears have to be asserted for the further existence of our company.”

They didn’t have to worry. Their concerns were heard. The Nazis established the practice of confiscating the insurance assets of German Jews. It was no longer necessary for German insurance companies to make payments to Jews for fire or life insurance.

In December 1938, an insurance company that sold pension annuities informed the German government that it would be discontinuing the payment of pensions and widow’s pensions “insofar as the recipients are Jews.” That was fine with the German government.

Ruth put away her work. She felt nauseous. She decided she needed some breakfast. She often felt nauseated if she tried to skip breakfast. The dining room was full of businessmen. Ruth found a table she could have to herself. She didn’t like eating with strangers. She took some melon and strawberries and kiwi fruit from the buffet.

The men at the table next to her were German. She watched them eat. They were so neat and particular. They wiped their mouths with a napkin after each mouthful of food, and buttered their bread with architectural precision. These small movements were made by large men. Tall, big-boned men. Their hands, the ample hands of grown men, were at odds with the gestures they were making. The fastidiousness of the men’s habits belonged to a more diminutive race.

The men were quiet while they ate, too. Unlike their American counterparts, who spoke in voices loud enough to pollute most of the dining areas they inhabited. The German businessmen were also formal in other ways. They ate in their well-pressed suits. Not one of the men removed his jacket for the meal. Their shirts were crisp and creaseless and their shoes perfectly shined.

Ruth couldn’t take her eyes off the table of Germans. They were graciously polite with each other. They lacked the chumminess of American or Australian men. They were lavishly well-mannered with the waiters and waitresses. They nodded their heads and said thank you to every ounce of tea poured and every dish removed. A politeness so excessive it bordered on caricature. All that courtesy and restraint made Ruth want to fart or burp loudly. She decided to go for a walk. She had seven hours to kill until her father arrived.

Ruth walked. She wasn’t walking anywhere in particular. She was just walking. Warsaw was an ordinary city, she thought. Apart from the perfectly reconstructed old town, built from scratch after the war, there was not a lot to look at. She knew she was close to the University of Warsaw. She walked in the general direction of the university.

She passed a Wedel chocolate shop. Her father was always talking about Wedel chocolate. He spoke of it in the same exalted terms that he used to describe Polish ham. “Polish ham is out of this world. Sweet like anything,” he would say. Wedel’s chocolate was, in Edek’s opinion, “out of this world.”

You would have thought his life in Poland was composed of slices of ham and blocks of chocolate. Maybe in Edek’s mind it was. It was certainly easier to dwell on ham and chocolate than a dead mother and father and sister and brothers. They were truly out of this world, Ruth thought.

Edek always looked transported when he recalled the taste of the ham or the chocolate. Ruth looked at the chocolate in the window. It did look good, but then most chocolate looked good to her. She thought that the sight of a whole shop full of Wedel’s chocolate would definitely make the trip from Australia worthwhile for her father.

Ruth bought Edek blocks of chocolate whenever she traveled. She had sent him Mexican chocolate, English chocolate, French chocolate, and chocolate from Bermuda. She regularly shipped packets of Hershey’s semisweet dark chocolate to him from New York. She understood Edek’s love of chocolate. She felt that way about cakes. Poppy seed cakes and cheesecakes.

Warsaw had wonderful cake shops. Cake shops that had the cakes of her childhood. When she was growing up they didn’t have apple pies or jam tarts or custard or vanilla slices or other Australian cakes in the house. They had strudel and sponge cakes and marzipan and cheesecakes. The cakes of the past. The cakes that Ruth could see all around her now.

She was gazing at a large poppy seed strudel on the counter of a small cake stall in a pedestrian underpass close to the university, when she felt a tug at the hem of her coat. Ruth looked down. A woman was sitting cross-legged on the ground, almost lost in the throng of students.

It was hard to tell how old she was. Her skin was dull with ingrained dirt and her eyes were flat with weariness. The multilayered cotton garments she wore were smudged and clouded with grime and dust. A large, once brightly colored scarf was wound in intricate circles around her head.

She tugged at Ruth’s coat again, and looked up imploringly. Ruth slid the strap of her backpack off her shoulder. She had to give this woman some money. She had seen several gypsy women in Warsaw. Most of them were begging. Ruth smiled at the woman.

In between the folds of the woman’s clothes, something moved. Buried in a grubbiness it should never have been a part of was a baby. The baby was attached to one of the woman’s breasts. Ruth looked at the baby. It seemed inert. Almost lifeless. The breast, a brown, wrinkled flat bag of a breast, looked as though it couldn’t contain any nourishment. Ruth wanted to cry. She opened her purse. The woman held out her hand. It was a surprisingly young hand. Ruth gave her fifty zlotys.

Fifty zlotys was a bit less than twenty dollars. Ruth knew it wasn’t much. She wanted to give the woman more, but she felt too embarrassed. She didn’t want to emphasize the discrepancy in their financial positions. What an imbecile she was, she thought. As though it wasn’t obvious that she had more money.

She got out another fifty zlotys and gave it to the woman. The woman smiled. If she hadn’t had so many teeth missing it would have been a very sweet smile. The woman said something to her. “Nie mówię dobrze po połsku,” Ruth said.

Ruth could say Nie mówię dobrze po połsku, I don’t speak Polish very well, very well. It confused people. “You have a perfect accent,” several people said to her. If only she could say more in this perfect accent it would be useful.

The woman repeated what she said. Ruth shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. She had no idea what the woman was saying. The woman repeated herself, slowly enunciating each word.

“It means ‘too many men,’” a young man passing by said to Ruth. “She is saying to you, you have too many men in your life.” Ruth laughed. Too many men. She didn’t have any men in her life. The gypsy woman looked agitated. She stabbed the air with her finger and repeated what she had said.

“She says you have too many men in your life,” the young man said. “These gypsies are psychic,” he said. “They have a God-given psychic power.” Ruth was irritated. Why were Poles so fixated on God? “God-given?” she said. “If there is a God, he could have given them food and shelter.”

The young man raised his eyebrows in the manner of someone of an older generation, and crossed himself. “You don’t need to protect yourself,” Ruth said to him. “It was my blasphemy.”

“Do widzenia,” she said to the woman. Ruth could say good-bye well, too.

“Do widzenia,” the woman said.

Ruth wondered how the gypsy baby was going to survive. The baby had no future at all. Ruth felt depressed. She felt that she should be able to do something about the gypsy woman and her baby. Something about all gypsy women and their babies.

She felt the same way about the homeless in New York. In her first few years she had given money to every homeless person she had passed. Now, she donated money, annually, to several charities. But she felt that it wasn’t enough. The money that she gave didn’t really make a dent in her lifestyle. Middle-class people like her were always puffing themselves up with what they did for others. The reality was that most of them did very little.

Ruth looked at the students around her. This part of Warsaw, with its student population, had more life to it. It had a vivacity and a vigor that was missing from the rest of the city. The students had the earnestness and joyfulness of students anywhere. They talked and laughed and argued with each other with passion and intensity. She was glad she was walking in the middle of them.

She thought about the gypsy woman. Too many men. What did she mean? It sounded like a joke. A New York joke. In New York, single women regularly bemoaned the lack of available men in the city. There did seem to be a shortage of men in New York. And those who were there considered themselves highly desirable commodities.

Ruth didn’t want too many men. She wasn’t that comfortable with men. She wasn’t that comfortable with anyone. The only man she had truly felt comfortable with went back to his wife. He was separated when he met Ruth. And Ruth was newly divorced. One day his wife decided she wanted him back. His wife cried and screamed and drove her car through a restaurant window to show him how much she needed him. He went back to her. He called Ruth, often, after that. He said he loved her, but he was frightened of what his wife might do to herself if he wasn’t around.

Being left for someone else left Ruth feeling awful. It gave her a second-rate feeling about herself. As though she was a runner-up and not good enough to get the prize. She knew that that image of herself with a man as a prize was a retrograde thought. No woman should think of a man as a prize.

She wasn’t thinking very clearly when she met him. She knew he was still married. But, two days after she met him, thirty-four hours after she met him, to be exact, she was mad about him. She was wildly in love and understood, for the first time in her life, why it was called wild. They were both twenty-nine. He was a painter. He painted large, almost monastic, meditative abstract paintings. Gray and black strokes quietly placed on the canvas.

She loved to watch him paint. He painted the mystical marks with rough, firm gestures. When he used color, it was muted and elegant. Pale aqua oblong ellipses, interspersed with shadows of themselves, swam like fish across a bare background. Ruth found his paintings surprisingly calming.

Painting, art, of any sort, was not part of her world before she had met Garth Taylor. He was not as self-contained as his paintings. He touched and laughed and cried. He was unself-conscious. His clothes were not the carefully chosen, studiedly casual working-class clothes of the art world. He dressed more like a moderately successful accountant. He wore gabardine trousers and plain shirts. But he was unlike any accountant Ruth knew.

He was unlike most other people she knew. He was tactile and sensual. He allowed mango juice to drip down his face when he ate the fruit. He pulled lobsters apart with his fingers and sucked the flesh out of the claws. The filaments of fish or intestines or liquid that sometimes sprayed out at him left him unperturbed.

“I’ve never loved anybody so utterly,” Garth Taylor said to her, days after they met. He seemed to love all of her. He loved her body. Nobody, including Ruth, had ever loved her body. When Garth told her she was beautiful, she pointed out the lack of proportion between the top half of her and the bottom. “I love the feel of you,” he said to her over and over again. “I’m too fat,” she replied.

“She is fat,” was the worst thing Rooshka Rothwax could say about another female. Fat men were not quite in the same category. “She is so slim,” was her mother’s highest accolade. It didn’t appear to matter if the slim girl or woman was clever or stupid or kind or arrogant. If she was slim, she was to be admired. Edek also derided fat people. He didn’t seem to notice he was one of them himself. He had spent most of his adult life twenty to thirty pounds overweight. He was still a bit chubby now.

Ruth’s mother’s slim figure was admired by everyone. “I was always a slim girl,” Rooshka Rothwax used to say. “I was never fat.” Ruth thought that her mother saw greed and lack of self-control stitched into every fat cell in existence. “In the ghetto I never ate my bread straightaway,” her mother would say to her. “I was a human being. Not a pig. Even when I was starving.” “In Auschwitz,” Rooshka would say, “if someone was fat you knew that they were doing something that was making the lives of the other Jews worse.”

The Nazis caricatured Jews as short and fat. Rooshka Rothwax spent the rest of her life, after the war, determined to be tall and thin. She added two and a half inches to her height and never overate. “Are you sure you’re five foot four?” Ruth had asked her mother once. Ruth was nine, at the time. They had measured Ruth’s height at school. “You’re five foot two,” the gym teacher had said to Ruth. “I can’t be,” Ruth had said. “I’m taller than my mother and she’s five foot four.” “I am five foot four,” Rooshka Rothwax had said in answer to Ruth’s question. “I am tall for a woman,” her mother had said. “You are too tall. You are so tall because you eat so many sweets.” Ruth had thought her mother hadn’t known about the sweets. Rooshka had never mentioned the assorted sweet wrappers Ruth left lying around.

When Ruth reached five foot nine, she tried to stop eating sweets. She was already taller than all of the boys in her class. She ate no sweets or chocolate for a week. She didn’t shrink. She went back to her two packets of musk Lifesavers after school, and the bag of chocolate-coated broken biscuits she bought in the grocery store every morning. She remained at five foot nine.

Ruth wasn’t too tall for Garth Taylor. She wasn’t too anything. He tolerated all of her idiosyncrasies. He was amused by them. “You’re so funny,” he would say to her. Garth hadn’t come from a funny past. His mother was English and his father was Irish. Alcoholic, illiterate, and Irish. Ruth couldn’t understand Garth’s lack of connection to his parents until she met them. There was a mocking cruelty to his father and an indifference in his mother. Garth’s stories about being beaten up by his father and having to protect his mother from similar beatings made sense to Ruth when she met the Taylors.

Ruth had wondered why Garth bothered to keep in contact with his parents at all. They didn’t seem to love him. “You were born nothing and you’ll die nothing,” Garth’s father had said to him the day Garth introduced Ruth to them. Ruth had squirmed and wished she hadn’t asked to meet the Taylors. Ruth knew that Garth had had very little as a child. She hadn’t realized how little. She knew that he had walked the three miles to school and back, in bare feet, until he was twelve. His parents’ lack of warmth and apparent lack of interest overwhelmed Ruth. She couldn’t wait to leave their house.

The Taylors still lived in the same small fibrous cement house, in an outer suburb of Sydney, that Garth grew up in. Garth had moved on. He had moved into the
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