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Epigraph

The night before last I dreamed I was skating right here in our living-room.

—Anne Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl, March 8, 1944

But is this law?

—William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act 5, Scene 1
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Part One








1


Netherlands, January 5, 1941, by Order of the Dutch Cinema Association (under pressure from the occupying Nazi regime): Jews are banned from all but two cinemas.




January 8, 1941: Jews are banned from the remaining two cinemas.



THE LAST TIME RUTTIE AND Sophia Jacobsen ice-skated at the Apollohal they bought licorice at a candy shop afterward. Ruttie didn’t even know that Sophia had the coins for it. While they’d skated on the indoor rink, outside the sun had set, and they reentered the streets of Amsterdam in the dark. They were tired; the skating lesson—Sophia’s to Ruttie, sixteen-year-old to fourteen-year-old—was rigorous, its focus the impossible one-foot spin.

Outside the Apollohal the late November air was cold, hinting of the frigid winter to come, 1941 into 1942, and the sisters, instantly recharged, rushed from the rink to a nearby tram where a couple in the seat ahead argued about dinner—meatballs and potatoes, but boiled or baked? With the start of some rationing, food was dull, the wife complained to her husband with an accusing edge, as if he could change that fact, and as the tram traveled forth, moving directly eastward, the couple went round and round—“Can’t you cook something else?” “Can’t you?”—stuck in a circle of blaming. The couple wasn’t having fun, but the conversation was indeed funny, the sisters agreed once they hopped off, Sophia tugging at Ruttie’s arm as they did, and then holding her elbow, asking, “Boiled or baked?” For a moment they laughed, the mimicry spot-on. They were giddy by then, the work of skating—a different kind of going round and round—having set off pinwheels in their minds. The city’s streetlamps glowed appealingly. The chill in the air felt less harsh. Home was east of the Amstel River, which they’d just crossed, but now Sophia motioned to Ruttie that they needed to take yet another tram north. Ruttie didn’t know why Sophia wanted to go that way, but she followed her older sister’s lead, just as she had earlier when they’d sneaked out to go to their beloved Apollohal. They hadn’t been there yet that season. Too risky, their parents had said. Still, the thought that they would never return to skate there again was inconceivable, or so Ruttie had said when Sophia, just moments ago, had wondered out loud about just that.

The candy shop, on Sarphatistraat, was tiny, with chocolates and fruit jellies displayed in its narrow storefront window. As they stepped inside a bell tinkled. They browsed for a moment, staring into a glass case filled with pans of chocolates and toffee; bowls of wrapped peppermints sat atop the case. Like flowers, each candy when leaned toward emanated its own gentle scent. The girls took their time, looking, sniffing. Finally, they bought licorice drops, and a moment later, standing just outside the doorway, they indulged in one delicious piece each.

“We’ll save the rest,” Sophia told Ruttie, shutting the bag. They were about to start off again when voices rose from next door. Dr. Cohen and his wife were there, standing outside a restaurant. Dr. Cohen had just been to the sisters’ home a month ago, when their father’s coughing wouldn’t cease. The problem was most likely a simple cold and not a diamond polisher’s dust lung, Dr. Cohen had concluded after listening to one cough after the next. “They sing different songs, those ailments,” he had explained, and told their father to rest for a spell. “Diamonds don’t melt,” he’d said. Reluctantly, their father had nodded.

Now, upon recognizing Dr. Cohen, Ruttie stepped forward, eager to report the good news—Papa was well again—but she stopped when the maître d’ of the restaurant rushed out, frowned at Dr. and Mrs. Cohen, then turned his back to them and pointed to the sign in the restaurant’s window, lit from within. “Can’t you read?” he said, not harshly, but more as a warning.

Ruttie, who’d been struck by the elegance of the couple’s attire—a silk scarf over Mrs. Cohen’s head, a bow tie at the doctor’s neck—turned from them to the restaurant window. Dr. Cohen was revered. At that last visit he’d charged them, as he did everyone—the entire Jewish community living around Oosterpark—almost nothing. Before the recent rationing their mother would have baked for him, given him cinnamon cookies or even a cake to take home for his family.

The maître d’ still pointed at the sign. It read, simply, Voor Joden verboden. Forbidden for Jews.

“But you know us,” Dr. Cohen answered. He spoke just above a whisper. “Until recently we’ve come here nearly every month, and every year for our anniversary. Our twenty-first today. Twenty-one years is a long time.” He paused, then added, “Willem, it’s me.”

Ruttie stepped back, bumping into Sophia, who grabbed her by the shoulders. Similarly, Dr. Cohen held Mrs. Cohen’s shoulders, pulling her close.

The maître d’ spoke more gently. “But it’s the law,” he said, shrugging. He crossed his arms and shivered. When a look of bewilderment crossed his face he shivered more, as if to shake himself free from the discomfort. “Yes, law.” A moment later he disappeared inside.

With the maître d’ gone, Mrs. Cohen stepped forward, shading her eyes despite the darkness, as she leaned in to examine the sign.

“Twenty-one years,” Dr. Cohen repeated, his tone now angry but his voice still hushed. Then he kissed the top of his wife’s head. When her scarf slipped, Ruttie could see that her hair had been done up beautifully, as it always was with Mrs. Cohen.

The couple began to walk away. Their direction was the same as the one Sophia and Ruttie were to take, but with Sophia gripping her shoulders Ruttie knew not to move. As the Cohens proceeded, the doctor kept his arm around his wife’s waist, supporting her. Still, she stumbled once.

Ruttie and Sophia continued staring long after the couple had disappeared, and as they did the Cohens’ presence, brief though it had been, became a palpable absence there on the sidewalk of Sarphatistraat. Ruttie could even still smell Mrs. Cohen’s perfume, though she didn’t know how that could be so. Yet indeed it lingered. Finally, the sisters set off, careful to step far from the restaurant entranceway.

Voor Joden verboden. Ruttie had seen the words before, on signs posted just that fall, a burgeoning wave of them throughout Amsterdam. Even earlier that day, as she and Sophia made their way to the Apollohal, they’d passed at least one at a restaurant near Sarphatipark, but they were so focused then on the skating to come (“Keep your frame straight, Ruttie, your shoulders back,” Sophia had counseled, to which Ruttie had replied, “But I do! I do!”), that the sign registered only at the edges of Ruttie’s vision. Likewise, if there had been a sign at the Apollohal, she hadn’t seen it. But now, Ruttie saw plainly the three additional signs they passed as they walked: in the window of a café near Alexanderplein, at the entrance to a restaurant on Linnaeusstraat, and, finally, a new sign nailed to a tree just past the entrance to Oosterpark. Almost home, they began to enter the park to take a familiar shortcut, but the new sign stopped them. They approached it silently, warily, just as Mrs. Cohen had approached the sign in the restaurant window. They’d walked through Oosterpark at least once every week of their lives. “Every week,” Ruttie told the tree, just as Dr. Cohen had told the maître d’ twenty-one years. Furthermore, Ruttie argued to herself, had they not hidden behind every tree in Oosterpark as they played their childhood games? Had they not sat on every bench, reading and talking? Walked every path? Skated on the park’s pond to no end?

“But you know us,” she finally blurted out.

Sophia said something else: “Who cares?” And then she kicked the tree.

For the first time in as long as Ruttie could recall, they took the long way home, around rather than through Oosterpark. At one point Sophia held the bag of licorice out to Ruttie, but she shook her head no. “Me either,” Sophia said, closing the bag again.

For several days they didn’t speak of Oosterpark. Finally, four days later, it was Sophia who mentioned it. They were in their shared bedroom, on opposite beds. Dinner would be soon; the smell of simmering pea soup wafted through their third-floor apartment. “I won’t miss Oosterpark. Who wants to skate there, anyway?” Sophia said, speaking of her very favorite activity there. “Such an ugly, lopsided pond,” she continued, lying. Though small on one side and large on another, the pond was anything but ugly. Throughout their years they’d practiced a world of messy spins on its lovely, frozen surface. Still, Sophia repeated, “Oosterpark, Oosterpark, your ugly, lopsided pond.” She would repeat the words, too, to Aaron Taube, her boyfriend, when he stopped by briefly after dinner. Later that night, as Sophia bent over the kitchen sink while their mother lifted a pot of warm water and rinsed her hair clean—such long, dark, remarkable hair—Ruttie, standing in the kitchen doorway, listened as her sister chanted the words again.

It was six days before they remembered the licorice. Sophia had put the bag in a drawer that first night, keeping it just for herself and Ruttie. Now, dinner just finished—more bland pea soup and boiled beans—she pulled the bag out and handed Ruttie another licorice drop. But despite the unsatisfying meal Ruttie took her piece with reluctance. She sat on her bed, put the small candy in her mouth, and glanced outside, where snowflakes scattered, windblown, directionless. “Was the sign there too, at the Apollohal?” she soon whispered to Sophia, who, lying on her back, nodded without looking Ruttie’s way.

* * *

“OOSTERPARK, OOSTERPARK, YOUR UGLY, LOPSIDED POND,” WAS THE Mysterious song that Stephanie Pearl’s mother—as a girl called Ruttie, as an adult called Ruth—chanted whenever she washed Stephanie’s long, difficult hair. “Mamma, why do you say that?” Stephanie asked for the first time when she was four. Abruptly her mother stopped chanting. For a long time, she said and did nothing. When she resumed washing Stephanie’s hair, she barely touched her scalp, a sudden faintness that scared Stephanie, as if her mother were barely there. Stephanie was six when she asked again about the words, still sung every so often, but again her mother wouldn’t say. This time she continued to rub Stephanie’s scalp, but the sudden and sustained absence of her mother’s voice created such a gaping void that it felt to Stephanie as if she were free-falling into it. Terrified of the abandonment, Stephanie never again asked about the odd song. A year later she began to wash her own hair, but by then her mother had stopped chanting it anyway.

Stephanie was an adult, already thirty-nine, when her mother, quite suddenly, uttered the haunting words again. Even more surprisingly, her mother had begun to speak, finally, of her past. At Ruth’s request, Stephanie had come up to Connecticut from Washington, D.C. At first Stephanie ascribed her mother’s will to talk to the brush with mortality she’d had the day before. Her mother had felt faint. The problem was dehydration, but at the time her mother had feared it was a stroke—the recent stroke of her neighbor’s father, a man close to her age, coming to mind just as soon as the wobbles overcame her, or so she’d told Stephanie. Ruth had called Stephanie, who told her to dial 911. The medical incident, a true scare, seemed to affect her mother even more than the news of Stephanie’s surprising recent trip to Amsterdam, which she’d told her mother about after she’d recovered. But hours later, her mother’s story unfolding, Stephanie sensed that the talkativeness, an opening, had mostly to do with the boy, Ian Lima, whom her mother had pulled from icy Lake Topaqua—saving his life—some three months back. Their growing friendship since then had been working a more gradual but sure change on her mother’s spirits than anything recent and sudden.

It was early evening, the first Wednesday in May, and Stephanie and her mother, rested from her medical ordeal, were sitting side by side, staring out the kitchen windows at Lake Topaqua. Her mother still lived in Wells, Connecticut, in the same lakeside bungalow in which Stephanie had grown up. The day’s light was fading. An early spring wind that had whipped all day had, come evening, calmed. Stephanie, tired from her travels and from worry, had finally calmed too. The lake water lay flat, stilled. In time her mother mentioned that Ian, who had attempted suicide at the lake, was coming along. Stephanie then spoke of her recent trip to Amsterdam. She was cautious and brief, fearing her mother would shut down. But instead, as the darkness came, her mother told Stephanie about the sign in Oosterpark, and then about the sign on Sarphatistraat, and then about Dr. and Mrs. Cohen. “Her lovely hair,” Stephanie’s mother said, before putting a hand to her mouth, as if Mrs. Cohen were standing before her. Whose hair? Stephanie almost asked, wanting to know for sure if her mother had meant the doctor’s wife or, perhaps, the beloved lost sister, Sophia.

Her mother continued talking. “You can’t imagine, Stephanie, the kind of life we had until 1940. We knew nearly everyone on our street. In our building our friendly neighbors, the Naftaniels, were opposite us on the third floor, and the Eikens, a family of five children, five, were below us. But they were quiet. Never fought, never raised their voices. We were the loudmouths, Sophia and me. And I had such a good friend, Henny Ganz. She lived in a first-floor apartment, identical to ours.” This woman now of many words was not the mother Stephanie had always known. Without pause Ruth continued, “We were born the same week, Henny and me. I was welcomed at Henny’s home anytime, as if the proximity of our births gave me an ever-open door. Henny was small, with crooked teeth and thin hair. ‘Homely,’ Sophia once said, ‘but like a little sun.’ Unlike Sophia, I never felt bad for Henny. The way she would smile, just at my presence in the doorway! She was a little sun. I adored her, though not in the same way that I did Sophia. I worshipped Sophia. Henny Ganz I merely loved.” Stephanie took a quick breath. Her mother never spoke of love. “And that’s why we planned our lives so that we could stay close: we’d marry two boys already friends, and live right there, by Oosterpark. We envisioned only the obvious: our future married lives, which were always happy, naturally. Easy dreams. Because why not? What else did we know? Stephie, you could never have imagined how things would change. Voor Joden verboden. Dat was nog maar het begin, al wisten we dat toen nog niet.”

This was the first Dutch her mother had uttered in Stephanie’s presence. She continued in English. “You could never have imagined . . .”

BY THIS TIME, MAY OF 2001, Stephanie did know a thing or two about sudden, unwanted change. In just the last year she’d had breakups with both her boyfriend, Freddy Taylor, and her best friend, Rona Adler, the two people who for so long had been closest to her heart. At thirty-nine she was single, childless, lonely. Without seeing it coming she’d turned into the kind of professional woman she spotted sometimes in D.C., good with a career but bad at life. Until realizing she was one, she’d pitied women like that.

She’d been in D.C. for eighteen years, arriving in 1983 after college to begin fundraising for One Earth, a nonprofit committed to raising awareness of environmental harm from acid rain, hazardous waste, and the greenhouse effect, a problem almost unheard of then. But the crisis was coming, Stephanie learned, and the possibility that she could have a hand, however small, in saving the planet matched her compulsion—a drive she’d always felt—to do just that. But after she had been at One Earth for nine years the organization split in two: the activists at odds with those inclined toward incremental change. And that’s when Stephanie moved on to the Girls to Women Education Fund—“GTW”—which had, flatteringly enough, recruited her. There she soon learned that helping a girl who otherwise couldn’t afford college was its own force for good. GTW offered scholarships and a college prep program. Stephanie liked their homey suite of offices, located south of Dupont Circle on 19th Street, almost as much as she liked her much-needed pay raise.

Almost immediately at GTW Stephanie befriended Rona Adler, the only other child of a Holocaust survivor she’d ever met. Back in Connecticut, save for her immediate family, Stephanie had grown up isolated from Jews, her mother’s nonreligious background and fear of being recognizably Jewish dominating her parents’ choice not to join a synagogue. In little Wells they were the only Jewish family, and during college, at Bowdoin in Maine, Stephanie’s unfamiliarity with Jewish traditions, and with Jews themselves, didn’t matter—the smallness of the Jewish population there, as she perceived it, felt perfectly normal. Once in D.C. she never considered going to a synagogue. Her knowledge of the Holocaust, then, had come mainly from books, not from talks with other Jewish people. But one afternoon at GTW, still new there, she passed by Rona Adler’s office, its door open, a small group inside. Stephanie would have walked past but Rona rushed out.

“Come join us,” she said. Then she added, urgently, “Cake. Leftover. My oldest turned four.”

Stephanie grinned, the tone relative to the subject matter absurd. “I shouldn’t,” she said, though she loved eating cake of any kind. They all did, her mother and grandmother too.

“Please.” Rona was small and plump. “I can’t stand it when people like you don’t eat.” She eyed Stephanie, who was thin and rangy. “Just eat, okay? Please eat.”

Stephanie worried that she’d already insulted Rona. But Rona simply pulled Stephanie into her office. “Make way,” Rona called, “and give the new kid a slice.”

Over the next weeks Stephanie often visited Rona as she passed by and found the door open. Rona seemed pleased. She made conversation easily, describing the chatter between her two young children or retelling news stories from The Washington Post, unfailingly closing with the phrase, “Can you believe it?” They often couldn’t. Former tennis star Arthur Ashe announcing he had AIDS, downtown Chicago closing from freak flooding, Vice President Dan Quayle misspelling potato while visiting a sixth-grade spelling bee. “P-O-T-A-T-O-E!” Rona exclaimed about that one, but none of the news really fazed her. She just liked to chat, and Stephanie felt welcome.

They talked shop, too, about fundraising, and then, while sipping tea in the office kitchen, they spoke about ice skating, which they both liked to do, a happy coincidence. They talked about their hometowns, colleges—the common background stories—and, eventually, three months or so into getting to know each other, about their mothers: one Dutch, the other Polish; one quiet, the other talkative. One a refugee, having escaped from Europe—but Stephanie could not yet say how—the other having come to America after the war as a displaced person, a camp survivor, and Rona knew exactly how. “She sang beautifully, as well as played viola, and once she’d been deported, imprisoned at Auschwitz-Birkenau, she found her way into an orchestra there. An ensemble of captives. My mother’s God-given musicality saved her life. When the group dissolved, she survived a move to Bergen-Belsen. That’s my mother, Stephanie.” Rona paused and then added, quietly this time, “Can you believe it?”

This, then, this history, unfailingly incomprehensible, is what she and Rona had between them, and Stephanie felt something in Rona’s presence, a kind of mutual understanding—a recognition, even—that she hadn’t known with any friend before. The bond felt warm, comfortable, even comforting, though until Stephanie felt that sympathy she didn’t even sense she needed it.

In the spring of 1993, a year into knowing each other, Rona invited Stephanie to her home for Passover. The occasion felt important—Stephanie had been to only one seder before, a surprising invitation during her last year at Bowdoin—and on the day of Rona’s seder, a Friday, she went to Woodward & Lothrop department store during her lunch break to find a new dress. That evening, the dress she’d purchased a perfect fit, she fussed with her makeup and hair and arrived at Rona’s home, just outside D.C. in Bethesda, Maryland, fifteen minutes late.

“So sorry,” she said to Rona, whose blouse was nearly the same blue as Stephanie’s dress. They laughed to see that.

“Don’t be. It’s going to be a long night,” Rona said.

From the foyer Stephanie heard Rona’s two girls, who were in the living room, on the carpet, playing with dolls. The girls wore matching red dresses and white tights. The dolls, via the girls, were talking, though in a language all their own. The babble didn’t surprise Stephanie. Rona had said a lot about the children already, including how Hannah, the oldest, was dear to her younger sibling, Beth, but tough on Rona. “She thinks she’s the mother,” Rona often noted. Then she’d sigh and shrug.

A house tour followed. Beyond the living room was a study, “for Daniel,” Rona said, referring to her husband, an attorney. “He brings work home, but I can’t.” She pointed at her girls and a familiar shrug followed. In the other direction was the dining room, its long table covered in yellow linen and set formally with the seder plate at the center. Next they toured the kitchen, large enough for both a cooking area and an eating nook, and off the kitchen the laundry room, piles of play clothes atop the dryer. Stephanie, who stashed quarters for the machines in her building’s basement-level laundry, stared longingly. “Here’s the best spot,” Rona then said, opening a door off the kitchen to a screened porch. Though Rona didn’t take Stephanie upstairs she was told about its four bedrooms and two bathrooms. “It’s a house,” Rona concluded, her tone matter of fact. But to Stephanie, who since moving to D.C. had lived in a one-bedroom apartment on Connecticut Avenue, Rona’s home seemed a near palace. Even Stephanie’s childhood home, the lakeside bungalow, seemed drab and minuscule compared to this.

The girls, aged five and three, were allowed to bring their dolls to the seder, and when it began the dolls, leaning against water glasses, seemed as attentive to the ritual as everyone else. Daniel’s brother and sister-in-law were there, as was Rona’s widowed mother, Lena, who lived just a mile away. Upon meeting Stephanie, Lena said, “I’m Bubbe. That’s babysitter in English.” She smiled at her joke. Stephanie hadn’t expected merriment. She knew little else about Lena besides the list of who she’d lost to the camps: her father, mother, three sisters, and countless uncles, aunts, and cousins. “No one was left,” was how Rona had once put it. Lena was small, like Rona, and had the same curly hair. Her earrings contained garnets, which were as deep a maroon as the wine Daniel poured. Lena was surprised by Stephanie’s height, a full five eight to Lena’s five feet even. “Tall and pretty,” she remarked of Stephanie, emphasizing the second word as if the first were strange. Stephanie explained that it was the Dutch in her—by way of her grandfather’s mother—that gave her that height. Rona sat her mother by her, and Stephanie was across from the woman. Though Daniel led the service, he deferred to Lena for any singing, and soon the pureness of her soprano voice as she led “Dayenu” surprised Stephanie even though Rona had described her mother’s life-saving musicality more than once. As the seder progressed Stephanie noticed Rona often touching her mother’s sleeve, and they leaned near when they spoke, which was also often.

As Rona had foretold, it was a long evening. Finally, they ate: matzah ball soup, brisket, potato kugel, green beans, and for dessert meringue cookies. After the girls excitedly found the afikomen, the hidden matzah, they were taken to bed—kissing even Stephanie before they rushed upstairs. Rona then disappeared into motherhood for most of the post-meal service, returning just in time for several closing songs. As the family around her sang, Stephanie tried to follow but soon stopped, yielding to the power of Lena’s voice.

When Stephanie arrived home near midnight her belly was still full. Of everything that had happened at the seder, what stayed with her the most was the soft touch of the children’s lips on her cheek as they said goodnight. That and the sight of the many pats on the arm that Rona gave her mother. Stephanie flicked on her bedroom lights and within minutes readied herself for sleep, hastily turning the lights off. She didn’t want to see it, her apartment’s smallness, its paltry furnishings—the sense she had when she walked in that it was austere, barren, sad. During the last decade in D.C. she had dated two men, for over a year each, but neither had compelled her to the point that she’d fallen deeply in love. The breakups came as inevitably as seasons, and she’d moved on. Had she made a mistake? She briefly wondered, her eyes blinking open. But it seemed impossible just then to know. For now, she figured wearily, she’d buy flowers the next day, brighten the place up, which is what she did.

On Saturday afternoon she also called her mother, telling her, “The seder was interesting. Judaism is, well, detailed.”

“I wouldn’t know,” her mother said.

Because her mother’s tone was defensive Stephanie knew not to press on. She talked instead about the flowers and then Rona’s girls. Her mother listened, told Stephanie upon being asked that she was fine, then mentioned the weather and how the cloudiness over the lake made for “a somber beauty,” the kind she liked. They hung up soon enough.

Stephanie then drifted to her kitchen, made tea, and sipped it while sitting on a stool by the stove. She didn’t think so much as float away in her mind. Without actually seeing it, she stared and stared at the kitchen floor. When she finally looked up, something inside her returning, she saw that almost two hours had passed, in silence, while she sat on the stool, and she quickly gathered herself to go for a walk. From a shop on Connecticut Avenue, she bought a second bouquet of flowers.

SHE MET FREDDY SOON AFTER that. Late the next Wednesday, Stephanie dashed out of the office to buy Rona flowers too, a belated thank-you gift, and as she approached Rona’s office with the bouquet she heard Rona talking with someone. From the doorway Stephanie saw Rona and a man leaning over paperwork. The man, about their age, had a pencil in his mouth. When Rona introduced him to Stephanie, he didn’t remove the pencil at first, then plucked it out, as if just realizing it was there. “Freddy Taylor,” he said.

Freddy, who grew up in Mahone Bay, Nova Scotia, was the second of five boys in his family, the “rotten lot of them” (as Freddy would eventually put it to Stephanie) raised by their mother, his father gone from cancer just a year after his youngest brother’s birth. Witnessing his mother’s hardship—she cleaned homes for money—was the reason Freddy was so keen to help women, as much as he could in his professional life. He was an economist, teaching at the Massachusetts Avenue–based Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. He researched micro-investments in poorer nations, investments that often supported women. His education was a marvel, he would later tell Stephanie, given that his mother’s ended at ninth grade. But he’d gone all the way, on scholarships, to McGill and then to Harvard. “And here I am,” he said.

That conversation came several months after Stephanie first saw Freddy at GTW. It turned out he came by twice monthly or so to help Rona prepare grants; Stephanie just hadn’t run into him yet. “He’s my secret sauce,” Rona explained the day after Stephanie first met him. “A once-over from Freddy and a grant’s chance of success goes way up.” Rona had met Freddy, she explained, two years back, at a dinner party. “He already knew about GTW. He asked me if he could help, not the other way around. I couldn’t believe it.”

Stephanie saw him again three weeks later. She was leaving work and rushing past Rona’s office, an umbrella and raincoat in her arms, the heavy rain of the morning just as steady at the day’s end. “Still here?” she called, surprised to see lights on. With kids at home, Rona rarely stayed late.

But it was Freddy sitting at Rona’s desk. “Just me,” he said, looking up. A banker’s lamp with a green shade was the only light on. A pencil lay on top of some pages. The simplicity of the scene—the lamp, the pages, the pencil—appealed to Stephanie. She could see several handwritten comments on the top page.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt,” she said, almost embarrassed. “Thought you were Rona.”

“Everyone says that,” Freddy said, smiling.

They spoke again a month later. That night Stephanie was en route to a figure-drawing session at the Washington Studio School, and as she left work she carried a bulky sketch pad. Passing by Rona’s office she again saw the light on and mistakenly assumed it meant Rona was still there. This time Freddy stood when she walked in. They exchanged hellos, and when he asked about the drawing pad she mentioned the session. “You mind?” he said, asking to see a sketch.

Though hesitant, she nevertheless opened the pad, randomly, to a scene in Amsterdam, from a postcard her grandmother once gave her. “I forget the name of that bridge,” she said. “Blauwbrug,” he replied, surprising her. He turned the page to the next sketch, of a nude, an older gentleman, then turned back to the Amsterdam scene. “Snow and water. Reminds me of home. Have you been to Amsterdam?”

“No. My mother lived there until they couldn’t. 1942.” Freddy began to nod as the implications hit him. She then told him what she knew—just that the family had fled during a particularly cold winter. He nodded again.

The next time they saw each other, six weeks later, they went out together. “I’m crazy hungry,” Freddy said, upon knocking on Stephanie’s office door. “Care for dinner?”

They settled in at a French bistro in nearby Dupont Circle, and it was there that Freddy told her about his life in Nova Scotia. His surprising trajectory from such a humble beginning sometimes left him feeling lost, he claimed. “I get that,” Stephanie said, and then she told him about Wells, its smallness, the very few in her high school class who went to college, the nothing going on day in and day out. “If it weren’t for the lake—Lake Topaqua—it wouldn’t offer much,” she said, then described the three churches, the equal number of package stores, and an everyday sense of a heyday gone by. “There used to be several bell factories—bells, of all things—but by the time we moved there the factories were closed and the town was lacking. The lake’s now the town’s jewel, its only one.” She added, “People don’t think of Connecticut that way—towny, impoverished—but this isn’t a New York suburb. Central Connecticut is its own world.”

“Sounds like mine,” Freddy said, amused.

They didn’t see each other for another month despite Stephanie lingering at work, especially on Wednesdays, Freddy’s most likely time to show up. He finally phoned her some five weeks later, before work, asking her to dinner again. Over those weeks she’d told herself that his silence and absence were no big deal, but at the prospect of dinner with him that night she happily wriggled into the blue dress she hadn’t worn since the seder.

Freddy explained at dinner that he had just returned from a trip home, his mother having fallen ill. It was early September, the evening air warm despite a steady drizzle that day and into the night. They were at the same bistro in Dupont Circle. With the rain outside and candles glowing inside, the place felt especially cozy. He talked of his mother’s recovery from pneumonia and of a younger brother, John, living close by in Halifax but with chronic depression, unable to help.

“I got the education. But everyone should have gotten it, especially John.” Freddy described his brother, a book always in hand. “Not sure how I turned out to be the lucky one. Really, I was just the good one. Did every homework assignment, that kind of thing.”

She’d been like that herself, Stephanie said, then wanted to say more about how being responsible, never a problem, seemed the best way to cope with what was missing in her mother. But she didn’t know how to put all that.

“Here’s to good,” she said instead, and they clinked glasses. She told him then of her own visit north to see her mother two weeks back. “The lake was lovely,” she said.

Later, readying to leave, she glanced his way and felt she already knew him. She was thirty-two and longing for the right person. Since Rona’s seder nearly a half year ago this was especially so. In fact, she’d been longing to meet someone even before then, and such yearnings, she sensed, could lead to unreliable, all-too-quick assessments about men. So she checked that sense of closeness, and when she and Freddy stepped outside and Freddy merely shook her hand, she was glad she had. To hide her feelings, she looked less at him than at the evening traffic going around Dupont Circle.

But when he called out, “Stephanie?” she quickly turned back.

“I’m here,” she said.

IN AUGUST OF 1996 RONA became pregnant again and soon left GTW for full-time mothering. Stephanie and Freddy, by then a couple for over three years, attended the baby’s bris the next spring. Stephanie briefly held the baby while the mohel organized his tools. During the ceremony Rona and her mother clutched hands and then they hugged, fiercely, once the circumcision was done. Freddy seemed to have stopped breathing, and Stephanie held his arm to steady him.

That day, as always, Rona’s life seemed fuller than Stephanie’s, with the big house, the growing children, the affectionate mother, and the devoted husband. But after the bris, sipping tea, Stephanie realized her sense of things had shifted. She felt touched to be chosen to hold the baby, happy to share an experience once again with a family she’d come to know, warmed to exchange giggles with Hannah, Rona’s challenging oldest, and especially glad to be there with Freddy. She was in love, finally, the sureness of it settling something in her. She felt her age, thirty-five, without simultaneously feeling a sense of lack. She and Freddy had no plans to marry yet but recently they’d discussed it, gladly, in general terms. As Stephanie saw it their marriage was inevitable; they were happy, good. The other evening she’d sketched his face from memory, and realizing how well she knew it had reminded her of how glad she’d felt when she first met him alone in Rona’s office, the banker’s lamp casting a warm glow, the pages before him marked with pencil.

The next fall Rona suggested skating each Wednesday evening at a public rink in Wheaton, just north of Bethesda. Stephanie and Rona had occasionally skated there before but suddenly Rona needed to skate. And it was there, on the ice going around the rink, that Rona began to complain about her husband, Daniel, and then about her eldest, Hannah, and then about the next child, Beth, and even baby Joey. On the first of their outings she complained while they skated five laps around the rink. The next time she complained for ten laps, and the time after that she ranted for what seemed like all the laps.

“I’m drowning, Stephanie.” This was their fourth trip to the rink, an early November evening.

Stephanie slowed. It took Rona almost two strides to keep up with Stephanie’s one, so Stephanie always held back, but this time she nearly stopped.

“Depression? Postpartum?” She dared to broach the subject at last.

Rona was quiet while a group of teenagers zipped past. Then she shook her head. “Just too much to do, and most of it involves crap. One kid’s or the other’s. Hannah rules the roost. Daniel does nothing, spoils them, gives them cookies whenever they ask—which is all the time, cookies and cookies.” She nearly yelled the last word.

But soon Rona had gotten her frustrations out, and she pulled Stephanie off to the side for a pause. When they pushed off again, Rona asked, “How’s Freddy?” to which Stephanie answered, simply, “Fine.”

The friends stopped skating that spring and summer, then resumed when Rona’s older children returned to school in the fall, just when the chilled air inspired thoughts of skating again. Their conversations on the ice were as they had been before: Rona venting, Stephanie listening. But by winter Rona was even more agitated. One December evening when Stephanie picked her up, Rona raced from her house to Stephanie’s car, calling out as she got in, “Let’s go! Fast! Fast!” Later, on the ice, Rona was, as always, going round with it. “On top of everything else—toilet-training Joey, driving the girls to school and playdates and soccer games and why did I ever get my driver’s license? And what was college for?” Besides that, Daniel was up for partner at his firm and insisted he be left alone in the evenings in his study. “He’s in there sulking. I know it,” Rona said.

They skated in silence until Rona spoke again, this time of a dream she’d had the night before, a recurring one, in which she wore a forest-green velvet dress. “I’m in my best shoes too, rushing in them and carrying a viola case. As always, I’m late for my viola lesson. I just know this is so. And then I see the street—the church and bakery and tailor’s shop and the cathedral in the distance—and realize it’s my mother’s street on the outskirts of Kraków, that it’s in fact no street I’ve ever seen. And it’s my mother’s dress and my mother’s shoes, and even the music, by Mozart and Brahms, are my mother’s sonatas to practice, not mine. And then I’m relieved because I don’t know anything about playing viola. But then, waking, I’m devastated, because like my mother I feel adrift, like I’m floating through time . . .” Rona looked sadly at Stephanie, who sensed that Rona really did feel that way, often, even right then. Rona continued, “And what I miss most is that velvet dress, which I never saw, yet which my grandmother seemed to have sewn for both my mother and me.”

While Rona spoke the two continued to glide side by side. The power of the dream all but silenced the sound of pop music, endlessly blaring. Later, after Stephanie drove Rona home, wishing her well and feeling that night only a touch of envy at the sight of Rona’s house, Stephanie called her mother. While skating Stephanie had longed to answer Rona’s dream of her mother with one of her own. She longed to be close enough to her mother to have such a dream, even with its sad content.

“How are you?” Stephanie asked her mother.

“Fine. As always,” her mother said.

After a pause—the inevitable pause—Stephanie said, “I should move back. Be closer.”

“But what would you do here?” Her mother often spoke of the smallness of Wells.

“I don’t know.” Stephanie paused. “Or you could move down here?”

“Stephie, I need my lake view,” her mother said, this time without pause, the words a near rebuke.

She did need it, Stephanie knew. The view was her mother’s greatest comfort.

Her mother continued, “It’s not like we could afford to live fancy-fancy on the banks of the Potomac.”

While thinking of what else to say, Stephanie reminded herself that she loved her job, and she loved Rona and Freddy. She couldn’t just up and move anyway. She closed with, “Goodnight, Mamma.”

“Of course. Goodnight.”

* * *

WHEN STEPHANIE TRAVELED SOLO TO AMSTERDAM IN APRIL 2001—a month before her mother would finally tell her about her past—she went first to see the park of her mother’s odd chant, Oosterpark. It was a sunny day, and people were out in droves. Children played and ran about, which made it easy for Stephanie to envision an earlier time when her mother and aunt—Ruttie and Sophia—likely did the same. She could also see her grandmother, Tessa, sitting on a bench, no doubt embroidering. Throughout the afternoon Stephanie moved from bench to bench, as if to experience the park from all its angles. The last bench she sat on faced the pond, the lopsided one of the chant. Nearby, daffodils bloomed. A water fountain in the distance created a vertical tower from which elegant arcs cascaded. Everything seemed beautiful: the pond, the flowers, the children, the fountain. That there was danger there once, that Oosterpark was closed to Jews, seemed impossible. As impossible to Stephanie, finally rising from her bench, as losing your two dearest friends in the very same year.

* * *

THE BREAKUP WITH FREDDY CAME FIRST, DURING THE FIRST WEEK OF March 2000, a Tuesday evening. He’d come by after work with a bag of takeout Chinese food. He’d brought a big bouquet of flowers too, which was unusual. When he told Stephanie to sit as he handed her the flowers she got flustered, thinking he was about to propose to her. But then he began, strangely, to cry.

He was turning a page, he managed to say.

“A what?” Stephanie asked. A page, he said again. He was turning a page.

She still didn’t understand.

“I’m breaking up with you. But it’s not that I don’t love you. I do.”

They stared at each other, stunned, for some time. She said, finally, “What is this?”

“A change,” he said, looking down. “A change. Stephanie, I need it.”

“I’ll change too,” she said quietly, after a time.

“Not that kind of change,” Freddy gently told her. She, too, was crying by then.

They went back and forth with it, Stephanie asking him what he was saying and Freddy telling her again and again the same thing.

“There’s some kind of heaviness,” he said next, which was a new message.

She was baffled. Her heaviness? She wanted to ask but didn’t dare.

Finally, he rose to go, the food uneaten, the flowers still wrapped and on the table. Alone again, Stephanie sat for some time then rose, carefully cut the stems of the flowers, placed them in a vase, moved the cartons of takeout into her refrigerator, wrote a check to the electricity company, and dropped the bill in the hallway mail slot. Then, for the next three days, she took to her bed.

After the breakup the conversations between Stephanie and Rona at the skating rink changed, with Stephanie’s woes equal to or dominating Rona’s. Fall of 2000 and now it was Stephanie going round and round with it: how Freddy had led her on, how she was the most vulnerable insofar as her biological clock was beyond ticking, it was clanging. She was thirty-nine! She’d put her already fragile fertility further at risk, sure he was the one, happy to wait. She’d thought he was as certain as she was. Rona, for her part, took her turn with her chronic gripes: Daniel’s permissiveness, and Hannah, twelve by then, manipulating them both into giving in to her demands—staying up late, attending endless sleepovers—and the next one, Beth, learning the same tricks, and fast. “A manipulator is always showing the next one what to do,” Rona once grumbled.

The night of the friends’ split, the last Wednesday in October, seven months after Stephanie’s breakup with Freddy, they’d done the usual talking at the skating rink, but this time Rona said something new. “Stephanie, there are other men, you know. I mean, you’re just going on about Freddy.” The song “Y.M.C.A.” played in the background. A moment before, they’d raised their arms to form the letters, like most everyone else on the ice. The silliness, as always, was contagious. But upon hearing Rona’s criticism Stephanie dropped her arms and took off, moving too fast for Rona. For the last two-plus years Stephanie could have said the same thing to Rona about going on and on, but she hadn’t. She had an urge to remind Rona of that. But when she lapped Rona and slowed, she said instead, “Not ready for that yet.” “Clearly,” Rona answered.

A silence then fell between them, and they skated once more around the rink. They were still not talking as they left, rushing to Stephanie’s car as if to flee the slight chill in the fall air. Their next talk, when Stephanie dropped Rona off, was one that Stephanie would return to again and again once she realized in the weeks following that it had most likely been their last.

“Don’t you dare envy me,” Rona said, catching Stephanie staring at her house. “You, who get to go home to privacy and quiet and no one else’s messes and complaints. You always do this, and it needs to stop. Don’t you envy me.”

But Stephanie’s apartment was small and austerely furnished, a reflection, or that’s how she saw it lately, of a life that never really got going. Moreover, since she’d lost Freddy, hers had become a life that was lonely beyond measure, and surely Rona knew that. Stephanie would have loved a child’s mess. Nearing forty, she’d already begun grieving the possibility that she’d missed out on motherhood.

She was about to say that, but different words came out, swift as a slap: “I can’t stand it. Don’t you dare envy me.”

The two looked at each other, astonished. “By the way,” Stephanie added, “I wouldn’t mind your problems. In fact, I’d love your endless, endless problems.”

“You’re cruel,” Rona said, quickly opening the car door.

“So are you,” Stephanie retorted, though Rona was already rushing to her front door.

IN THE WAKE OF HER argument with Rona, Stephanie traveled more frequently to Connecticut to see her mother. The week after the fight, Stephanie flew north on Friday, taking the workday off. From Bradley Airport she rented a car, and upon arriving in Wells she saw her mother standing in the bungalow’s front doorway, which was unusual. It was only one p.m., and Stephanie had thought her mother would still be at work. Her mother was assistant to Wilson Keller, a lawyer with a general practice in Middletown, two towns over.

“Read this,” her mother said, failing to say hello first.

Stephanie leaned forward to kiss her mother’s cheek, then took a note she held out. Their neighbor, Bill Cousins, who for the last fifteen years had lived with his family in the bungalow next door, was planning to build an addition, the note said. Knocked but no answer, it began, in an obviously rushed scrawl, then continued, Need more space. Parents coming aboard. But don’t worry. We’ll build down the bank, close to the lake’s edge. Will hardly change your view at all.

“My view,” her mother said. “They’re going to block my view.”

“It says ‘hardly at all,’” Stephanie replied. She stepped inside.

“Which means he’s blocking something. That’s what he’s saying.”

Stephanie read the note again. “I’ll speak to him,” she finally said.

Her mother sat down in the living room, dropping onto a wingback chair as if exhausted. She was thin and of average height; her hair, mostly gray, was rolled into a bun. She wore earrings, small gold loops, and over her eyes she’d brushed pale green shadow, as always. She was dressed for work: a skirt, sweater, shoes with small heels. Clearly, she’d gone in that morning but had left early, which was not her way. She liked her job and refused, even at seventy-two, to retire. She’d long ago moved past her original tasks of typing and answering calls to searching titles and even, with Wilson Keller’s permission, to finding case law, researching the law reporters meticulously in a way he’d lost the patience for. As far as Stephanie knew, her mother never missed work, except for occasional planned holidays.

“What will you say?” Her mother kicked off her shoes, almost violently.

Stephanie had no idea what she’d say but she walked next door anyway. Bill Cousins and his family—his wife and three young children—weren’t there. The house was dark, its doorbell unanswered. It was the same the next day. They must have left for the weekend, Stephanie reported to her mother both times she checked.

“I’ll ask Wilson if there’s a law,” her mother said the next night, Saturday. They were downstairs at the kitchen table, which allowed them to have a good view of Lake Topaqua through the sliding glass doors. Their bungalow was built into a bank that sloped down to the lake’s shore. The living room and two bedrooms were upstairs at street level. The kitchen and dining area were downstairs and had a broad lake view, which was why they’d settled there despite the bungalow’s snugness. Bill Cousins had somehow packed his family of five into the same amount of space that Stephanie’s smaller family had. She’d always thought the space was cramped, certainly when they were a family of three, her father still there, but even after he left, when Stephanie was twelve and the bungalow belonged to just her and her mother. But to ease the tightness inside there was always the outside, and through the kitchen’s sliding doors they could step onto an expansive wooden deck, or they could follow a path downhill to the lake where, at its shore, an old wooden dock was anchored. As her mother voiced the idea of Wilson Keller checking to see if a law protected them from an obstruction of their lake view, Stephanie, despite the darkness settling in, thought she saw the dock bob, moving with the motion of tiny waves beneath it.

“A law?” Stephanie asked, almost mindlessly.

“I’m thinking there’s probably a law banning Bill Cousins from stealing my view.”

“You own it? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I don’t own the land he plans to build on. But maybe I nevertheless own the view. I feel I own it. Stephie, I feel”—after the inevitable pause came a surprising word—“violated. And I wouldn’t feel that way if I didn’t own something.” Her mother nodded, convincing herself. She rose and then began to clear their dishes, working silently, hastily, just as she’d done all day, anxiously cleaning an already clean house. For dinner they’d eaten cod, salad, and rye bread toast. Her mother liked toast for both breakfast and dinner. But the familiar meal had only momentarily calmed her.

The next week, on Tuesday evening, when Stephanie was back in D.C., her mother phoned to report that she didn’t own her view; in fact, she had no legal right to it. Wilson had looked up the matter and found that there was no ordinance in Wells that prevented a person, building on his own land, from obstructing another’s lake view. She had checked his research just in case. It was true.

“There’s no law.” Her mother’s wobbly voice evoked a vision of their wooden dock, old and fragile. “Stephie, it’s happening again,” she then said.

“What do you mean?” On Connecticut Avenue cars began honking.

“It’s happening again. They’re taking things from us. It’s within the law, Wilson said. He said, ‘He can do this by law.’ It’s happening again, Stephie. See?”

Stephanie knew her mother was speaking of her childhood, of Amsterdam. “No, no. It’s not the same thing. This is America, Mamma. Nothing like that can happen here.”

“You don’t think so?” The subtle tremble in her mother’s voice continued.

“I know so. This is America.” Stephanie stood up from her couch. “Things like that aren’t possible here. It’s not happening again. Besides, it’s a home addition, a private matter, no government involved. It’s not the beginning of the end.” As she spoke, Stephanie looked out her window to Connecticut Avenue below, where the usual traffic passed, one vehicle after the next. When she turned back, the frugality of her furnishings, not so different from the look of her mother’s home, saddened her. “No, no. It’s not happening again. Go to bed, Mamma,” she said. “You’ll feel so much better in the morning.”


ON ELECTION NIGHT OF 2000, Stephanie went to a party, and it was there, as the November evening rolled on and on—Florida’s count for the president too close to call—that she learned from an acquaintance that Freddy had already married the woman he’d apparently dropped Stephanie for, another economist. She learned, too, that he’d been dating her for some weeks, maybe a few months, before he’d broken up with Stephanie. At the election night party, dizzy with the news, Stephanie dropped onto a couch where she sat alone, stunned. She gripped a gin and tonic she forgot to sip for some time until she abruptly downed it all. “Rough night,” someone said, a man she didn’t know, and he joined her, equally stunned, but not for the same reason. “Might as well call it a night,” the man eventually decided, rising to go. “Maybe we’ll have it all figured out by morning.” Stephanie nodded but didn’t go. By the time she left, after one a.m., only a few stragglers remained, staring at the TV, intent on knowing the election results but tired, too, their heads drooped like hers.

She wept for the first time about the double losses—Freddy’s marriage and his betrayal—the next day at work, inside a restroom stall, a spill of tears that left her neck and face blotchy. Upon her return her coworkers thought she was having an allergy attack, and Thea Basa, the new hire who’d recently replaced Rona, whipped out Benadryl tablets from her purse. “Thanks, no,” Stephanie said, as she so often did to Thea, who, young and anxious to please, had offered Stephanie several unnecessary gifts lately: a scented candle, some lilies, a chocolate bar. “Thanks, no,” she repeated, this time her voice audible, normal. Later that day Stephanie wept again as she rode the subway’s steep escalator up to Connecticut Avenue at the Van Ness cross-street stop. A young woman, passing Stephanie, stared at her briefly and then pushed on. Another, though, asked if she was okay. “Just a bad day. The worst.” “Election got to you?” “Yes, what a shock.” “Bad days a-comin’,” the woman said, and she stayed by Stephanie for the rest of the escalator ride.

Stephanie went to Wells again that weekend, and once at the bungalow she sat for hours on the dock, despite the November cold. She arrived on Friday, before her mother had come home from work. The familiarity of the lake view consoled her like nothing in D.C. had. Saturday morning, settled again on the dock, she stopped tearing up and simply looked. Their bungalow sat on the bank of a small offshoot of the lake, cove-like. In the distance the lake opened wide, and she spotted the familiar sight of two small islands at the center of that expansive sphere. Closer by, the trees lining the banks were mainly oaks and maples, their leaves mostly fallen, which caused the shore to feel exposed. Mallards swam about, but she didn’t call out to them as she usually did, a habit from girlhood. Eventually, sore from sitting, Stephanie brought down a pillow and a blanket to wrap herself in. She also carried a thermos of tea, and as the hours passed she unwound from the blanket several times to rush inside for the bathroom. Each time, she passed her mother, who was at the kitchen table, sipping tea and staring at the view despite the newspaper before her. Her mother, apparently, didn’t think anything of Stephanie’s need to look and look, probably since she herself had been doing the same for decades. As Stephanie rushed inside, then, no explanations for her behavior were necessary, and for the first time the silence between her and her mother, that ancient chasm, felt like a blessing.

TWO WEEKS LATER HER MOTHER flew to D.C. for her annual Thanksgiving visit, staying a week. In recent years, with Freddy there, her mother’s holiday visit had passed if not quickly then at least without incident. Freddy, the Canadian, had prepared the turkey, entertaining them as it cooked with stories of Nova Scotia, its old families and the bitter work there of coal mining and fishing. Her mother had listened, lulled—as Stephanie often was—by the warm inflections of Freddy’s speech. But those holiday visits had in fact been hard, an endurance of her mother’s stolid solitude, and at the week’s end, her mother dropped at the airport, the two would return to Stephanie’s apartment and dive into bed, their lovemaking especially passionate, a necessity suddenly, like air.

This year, without Freddy, Stephanie did what she could: made a Moroccan tagine instead of roast turkey for the holiday meal, and early in the week, holiday-sale coupon in hand, took her mother to Lord & Taylor for something special—a new dress, or a pair of winter boots—but “No, I’m good,” her mother said with each suggestion. On Wednesday she brought her mother downtown to skate on the rink by the National Gallery’s Sculpture Garden, but the rink was overwhelmed by the holiday crowd, and they could barely move. When several children tripped and then screeched in pain, her mother decided she’d had enough. She and Stephanie returned uptown to recover in the Bishop’s Garden behind the National Cathedral. There, at least, was some quiet. Upon entering the garden, they walked toward some rose bushes which, though barren, their stalks cut back, nevertheless beckoned. Her mother leaned toward the stunted stems, then straightened with an air of satisfaction as if she’d indeed breathed in life from the scraggly plants. The following day, after their holiday meal, the tagine merely okay, they returned to the garden, settling this time on a bench in its open space, a broad field. From there, Stephanie looked skyward at the cathedral’s spires, and she stared ahead at a stunning old pine, and glanced, too, at the few people passing them, walking a dog or pushing a baby carriage despite the late-November chill. She assumed that her mother, quiet, watched too. When a toddler ran across the open grass, her glee adorable, her parents forgotten, both Stephanie and her mother, almost in unison, laughed.

But the moment passed, the quiet between them returned, and the truth of Freddy was what Stephanie so wanted to tell her mother, there in the Bishop’s Garden, the toddler and her parents gone, the garden once again empty. She wanted to lean over and sob into her mother’s chest, but even as a girl she’d never shed tears in front of her mother. For it had always seemed implicit that nothing that happened to Stephanie would ever compare to the tragedy of her mother, torn from Amsterdam as a young teen, her parents with her but her beloved sister, Sophia, left behind, dead. Even that much of the story, a bare outline, told to Stephanie secondhand by her father, was enough to stop Stephanie’s complaints. Freddy Taylor versus the Holocaust. Let’s not be ridiculous, she could almost hear her mother say. Which is just what her mother said when Stephanie, talking at last, explained instead about the latest on the election battle still ongoing in Florida, a quagmire of punch card ballots with hanging, dimpled, or even pregnant chads.


THE SATURDAY AFTER THANKSGIVING STEPHANIE took her mother to the airport, walked her in, and watched as her mother strode toward her gate.

Home again, Stephanie felt the absence of her mother acutely. She paged through the newspaper, then began to tidy up, remaking her bed, washing dishes, folding laundry, all the while seeing her mother on the plane, stiff in an aisle seat, unopened magazine in her lap, alert to any announcements. An hour passed, then another and another. Finally, her mother phoned.

“Glad you made it. Uneventful trip?” Stephanie asked.

“Yes.”

“Well, good. Good. So nice to have you here.”

“Nice to have visited.”

“Wish I could have gotten you something at Lord & Taylor. I really do.”

“I have enough.”

“Just thought it would be nice.”

After a pause her mother said, “It’s still here.”

“What’s that?”

“My lake view. He hasn’t taken it yet. I worried all week that when I got back it’d be gone.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“What can we say? There’s no law.”

“Maybe we can still say something. I’ll talk to Bill. Sorry I haven’t yet. Rest now, Mamma.”

“Hard to rest.”

“Try, Mamma.”

“I’ll try.” Then her mother added, looping back, “But what can we say?”

* * *

“YES, STEPHANIE, BEFORE THE NAZIS INVADED, AMSTERDAM WAS FINE, was MOkum,” her mother said that evening the following May when they finally talked of her past. It was three months after she’d helped pull suicidal Ian Lima from Lake Topaqua. It had been midwinter then. Just before the rescue she’d been about to go skating. She was looking down at her laces but then looked up, hearing something. On the ice a boy was running.

“Mokum. Yiddish, for place. The Place. Safe Place. Mokum, Amsterdam. The place for Jews to flee to, not from. First there, Jews fleeing the Portuguese Inquisition. The Sephardic Jews. Around 1600. Then, not long after, Jews fleeing pogroms, arriving from central and eastern Europe. Ashkenazi Jews, our kind. And poorer than poor for so long. Papa’s work, diamonds, helped change that.” Her mother paused. “And before the war,” she finally continued, “so many Jews arriving from Germany. So many, including Aaron Taube’s family. Aaron, whom Sophia loved.”

By the time Ruth reached the boy, who had run right into an ice fisherman’s hole, Judge Arthur Cantrell was there too, pulling and pulling. Where he came from, Ruth didn’t know. But she did know, even as it happened, that without the judge there she wouldn’t have been able to lift the boy herself.

“But let’s go back to Oosterpark, Stephanie, before the war, before we ever saw that sign on the tree. That’s where Sophia and I played as children. Where all the children played. My mother, of course, embroidered, and in the warmer months she stitched in the park as we played, which gave us lots of time, as Mamma got lost in the stories of her embroidery. We’d wander from her, Sophia and I, all the way across the park, or across the pond. Maybe that’s why we never felt as scared as we should have when the dark days came—we were still eager to wander off, as we did to go skating that day at the Apollohal. We’d been stretching beyond Mamma’s grasp for some time, really. But
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