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Author’s Note


In this age dominated by social media, where many have a goal of surpassing 1,000 Facebook friends, when “BFF” (best friend forever) flies off our tongue without a thought, and when ties of friendship can be as temporary as a life event or as short as our attention span, it is easy to take a shallow view of the expression “my best friend.”

But I have a lifetime best friend who was my lifeline when I was a migrant. The letters we exchanged for over twenty years after we no longer lived in the same country are as much of a treasure now as they were when I received each one. I kept these letters safe, and they form the basis of this epistolary memoir.






DedicationDedicação

This book would not exist if it weren’t for a young teen who poured her heart out to me with earnest words in letters mailed across a hemisphere. Elana’s writing is chatty but flawlessly articulate, and it comes from the heart. I am lucky she considers me a friend.

Obrigada, minha amiga de ontem, hoje e amanhã.




If you want to walk fast, walk alone. 
If you want to walk far, walk with someone.

—African proverb

A bosom friend afar brings distant lands near.

—Chinese proverb

However rare true love is, true friendship is rarer.

—La Rochefoucauld
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Part One
In the Beginning



The past is a country that issues no visa.

—Janet Malcolm,

Still Pictures: On Photography and Memory






Prologue



Adrift in a Postwar World

We arrived, migrants, in January 1959 by ship. We left, migrants again, in June 1964 by plane.

Vera, Ernö, and their daughter, Elana, my best friend, accompanied us to São Paulo’s Viracopos Airport to be with us until the very end and see us off. After all, who else goes along with emigrants to say goodbye at the parting gate. My parents and I were leaving Brazil on a night flight on the way to New York, and they were staying. We—fourteen-year-old girls—were on the verge of tears at this bitter parting. We hugged hard and long until we had to be peeled apart so that I could board the small Varig plane with my parents. As we waved goodbye, Elana and I and our mothers were forlorn: we were aware that the distance of a continent and a hemisphere was about to separate us. Our mothers never saw each other again. Our mothers had also been best friends.

On the way back from the airport to their apartment home in São Paulo, her father, driving, said, “Don’t cry, you’ll forget each other soon.”

We did not forget each other. Instead, we wrote to each other every month or every few months for years to come. This was how our bond survived the distance across not just time but countries and cultures. The medium of this connection is now quaint. Now is the age of speed and immediacy, making us FOMOs (fearful of missing out) and indulgently impatient waiting for news and answers to be received without delay. We compulsively hit refresh buttons for up-to-the-minute updates. But in 1964 it was still the slow age of letter writing, akin to all analog processes that seem outlandish to us today. We now carry phones practically embedded in our flesh, but that was when phone calls were expensive, and international calls were unaffordable for most of us. Today emails swish across the globe instantaneously. Back then, even at the mercy of a notoriously unreliable, and as a result, comical Brazilian postal service, the letters were sent in faith (and sometimes registered), but replies were expected with certainty. We had patience then.

The narrative of our friendship was established in the diaspora of postwar migration, with Elana’s family finding new roots, and my family looking for elusive roots for many more years to come. Having survived the Shoah in Europe, our young parents were set adrift. We were the offsprings borne along with their baggage, both physical and emotional. At the time, we were not consciously aware of this. Or maybe we were, but we accepted it without question as fundamental to our existence. We were migrants, children of refugees. But Elana and I were young, resilient, adaptable and were inclined to root anywhere we were taken. Our parents were the ones who had suffered upheaval of the most evil kind—racial persecution—that afflicts the personality. They dislocated us out of love, hope for a better life, and a desire to protect us. And so, our chronicle proceeded from Europe to Israel and then to Brazil, and in my family’s case, continuing to Canada and the United States.

Why did Elana’s and my friendship last? The friendship is now sixty-five years old as I write this. It has had its ups and downs with some cooler periods, but over its lifetime, a friendship formed by two girls, just children then, survived adolescence, young adulthood—the riskiest periods for friendships—and then solidified in midlife.

It would take years of letters, and a cumulative wisdom of later life, for me to understand why this friendship lasted so long. The resulting gift of understanding the essence of this friendship makes it worthwhile for me to impart this narrative by sharing a personal account, in the form of letters from my friend, and my reflections looking back at what I would be writing to her after we separated.

The most noteworthy fact about our correspondence, aside from its frequency and its duration, was the earnest nature of the writing, a fact I was to realize only after the letters were uncovered. These were not silly pen-pal letters. Even at the risk of my being partial to these letters I received from Elana, it says something that I kept them as a collection. Ordinarily, one rarely keeps papers for a lifetime, unless it’s a reflection of their substantial significance. I did not keep them out of sheer sentimentality, weighing myself down with their emotional and personal value. I did not reread them until 2016. They were stored away, the way one stores long-term savings bonds. They had an intrinsic value, and I saved them and let them mature. I always knew where they were. Uncovering them was a question of when they came due. I also didn’t want to have them uncovered after my death or hers. My intention for many years was to reunite us with the words of our former selves.

At last, after many decades, when Elana and I reread the letters together, the personal and historical nature of the letters and the basis of our relationship was revealed. And this discovery—not the old paper and faint ink—was the fortuitous surprise, the gift of friendship magnified. The letters were demonstrative and revelatory.

To understand us and to understand what made our friendship possible, a travel back to our origins is in order, as well as reckoning with the familial, social, and urban environment in which we lived. Our roots were seeded by history, our upbringing was determined by our parents’ experience and worldview, and our distinctive environment shaped our experiences.







Childhood



Migration and Assimilation

Elana and I were born in Israel in 1950, and our parents were young European Jews who survived the Holocaust and migrated to Mandated Palestine prior to 1947. My parents, Edith and Victor, came from Romania; Elana’s mother, Vera, also came from Romania, and her father, Ernö Weingarten, came from Czechoslovakia. The young survivors had married in Israel. All our elders spoke Hungarian. And so Elana and I also learned to speak Hungarian, our parents’ mother tongue, not ours, an unusual detail for our generation. Our families were migrants and thus polyglots.

When I arrived in Brazil in January 1959, then just over eight years old, I spoke Hebrew only, with some understanding of Hungarian and German, because these were languages spoken by my family at home. My parents, however, abandoned their compulsory Romanian language, and so I never learned it. In Brazil, I was about to learn two more languages before the end of my first year in São Paulo. As I was learning to read and write the Roman alphabet and understand and speak Portuguese, I also started to become fluent in Hungarian.

My parents and I arrived in São Paulo with just a couple of suitcases and a paltry amount of money. Our first several months were spent in Curitiba, the capital of the state of Paraná, but for economic and employment reasons, my father moved us to the metropolis of São Paulo (population about 4.5 million), where he could find more opportunities. The Jewish community in São Paulo was rather small (less than 50,000 in the mid-1960s) but tight-knit enough for us to make connections via my parents’ native tongue. And so Hungarian-speaking Jews living in São Paulo made up the network that welcomed us. My father soon found work as a mechanic, which was his profession ever since he was a teenager who landed in Mandated Palestine just before Israel’s independence.

In São Paulo, word got around, and my mother found a former elementary school classmate from prewar Arad, Romania. Elsa was a Hungarian-speaking young woman living in São Paulo with her family that immigrated to Brazil after their short postwar sojourn in Israel. That family, the Garfinkles and Schiffs, consisted of Elsa, my mother’s contemporary, Toby Schiff, her husband, and Miki Schiff, their only daughter, who was one year younger than I was. They lived in an apartment with the matriarch, Elsa’s mother, old Berta neni (using a Hungarian honorific for an older woman) and Berta’s taciturn husband, Rudolf Garfinkle. Old Mr. Garfinkle worked as a salesman, left home early, came home late carrying his bulging leather valise, and retired to his room every evening. A big, lumbering man, he walked studying the ground in front of him. The old lady scorned him, and his granddaughter ignored him. There was little chance that I was to ever get to know him. He sold leather material to someone named Ernö Weingarten, who ran a small leather glove workshop in his apartment in São Paulo on Avenida Duque de Caxias. It was through this connection that my parents met Vera and Ernö.

The first time I met Miki Schiff and Elana Weingarten, in the latter part of 1959, my mother took me along on her visit to Elsa, and I was ushered to a well-appointed bedroom where two girls were playing on the floor surrounded by many impressive toys. I did not speak Portuguese yet, but Miki and Elana spoke Hungarian, and Elana also spoke Hebrew, and so, in my Portuguese-muted condition I felt I was entering a comfortable and safe space.

Soon after, the only language we spoke consistently was Portuguese. The friendship was triggered by the fact that our parents were friends and that we had a choice of languages in which to communicate. And yet, as immigrants in Brazil, Portuguese was going to be the language of our discourse.

After Miki’s parents’ divorce, during the first year of our friendship and my tenuous hold on assimilation, the Garfinkle-Schiff household, minus the divorced father, moved to a fine two-bedroom apartment in another building. I say fine, because I could only compare it to my apartment and Elana’s apartment. Elana and I were frequent visitors to the domain of Berta neni. She ruled in that household. She raised Miki autocratically, put her husband on a short and taunting leash, and catered to her only child, Elsa, the major breadwinner. The women, Berta and Elsa, shared a bedroom with Miki, and the second bedroom was the silent Mr. Garfinkle’s. I only saw him walk to it directly from the front door when he’d return from work, and he never joined us during our visits. The apartment, in my youthful opinion, was finely furnished, with artwork on the walls, fine custom curtains and upholstered sofa and chairs, and a fine wood dining table with its matching dining chairs where the women frequently played a form of canasta.

Elsa worked as a saleswoman at a jewelry store in a highly ranked hotel in São Paulo in 1960. It was frequented by many American businessmen, with Elsa speaking about them as alien demigods. She managed to pick up many expressions in English, which she liked to show off. With such a plum job, she made a decent living to support her mother and daughter. Toby, of course, also contributed to his daughter’s financial needs, being a loving father and an honest ex. Elsa wore an elegant wardrobe that kept me enthralled. For years thereafter, my view of women’s fashion was determined by the clothing worn by Elsa in the early 1960s: suits, silk blouses, dresses with jackets, calfskin pumps, alligator purses. She’d habitually lay her day’s costume on the bed her mother and daughter shared, to “air it out.” It was a quirk that I took notice of and intentionally never copied. I always thought clothing should be hung to air out. She also had a boudoir table in the bedroom for makeup, hairstyling, and self-care. I have only seen those in movies. She was a darker Doris Day out of Hollywood, and in comparison, my pretty mother never had the means to indulge herself in such a way. In any event, Elsa not only dressed elegantly but also wore beautiful gold jewelry. I suspected some of it was borrowed for the purposes of modeling the goods for sale. (Since the days of Elsa at that jewelry store, I always retained a penchant for its jewelry, which epitomized Brazilian mid-century style in 18 karat gold. By the time I lived in New York and it opened a store on Fifth Avenue, that affinity had turned lackluster.)

As many times as I remember going to Miki’s apartment to play, I spent far more time at Elana’s apartment, and she at mine. Miki never came to my apartment, and I don’t remember her at Elana’s apartment either. Berta neni kept a close eye on Miki, and her playdates were closely monitored by the old woman, so the girlfriends had to appear in her domain and under her scrutiny. The short of it was that Miki was coddled and spoiled. And yet, Elana and I had a far richer life, if certainly not as rich as our friend’s wardrobe. (My mother made my clothes.)

Under Vera’s direction, our mothers exposed us to many cultural and educational experiences, and without fail, Berta neni made sure Miki was not left behind our pace. Art exhibits? Check. Piano lessons? Check. English lessons? Check. Ballet classes? Well, for a short time; Miki was chubby and not physically agile. Summer camp? Check. Except that one summer when we went to a Jewish Habonim (Labor youth group) camp by bus with the other campers and teen counselors. Having said goodbye to our mothers as we boarded the bus, Miki with her mother and grandmother were in a taxi following the bus so that they could check out the camp. They did. And they immediately turned around with Miki in tow. These summer camps had none of the comforts of home, not even hot water; they were not appropriate for Miki.

Elana roamed the streets alone, an independent and self-confident tween. Her mother worked full-time. I eventually was also allowed to go visit her alone, but never to “roam” alone. Not that São Paulo was a dangerous city. Traffic was a problem, and annoying men felt bold enough to catcall and harass young girls. But I never felt unsafe in the city. I did feel queasy in public, however. Poverty, begging, rampant physical deformity, and leprosy made many streets where public buildings were to be found quite wretched. In the early days, while I was very young, impressionable, and insecure, I found myself with my mother at the central post office. These civic buildings were very important in the predigital and pretelecommunication age, where letters could be posted, phone calls could be placed in phone cubicles with the help of switchboard operators, and papers could be notarized. This is no hyperbole: everything had to be stamped (with many glued paper stamps) and notarized. Places such as these were teeming with poor people. One day, I did not have a chance to avert my eyes when a person with a face missing many features passed by (facial transplants were unheard of in 1962). Frozen with consternation I buried my thoughts; I chalked it up to another alien experience.

And yet there were many small parks in the city full of yearlong tropical lushness and birdsong. And without my being aware of it at the time, there were mid-century architectural marvels tucked away on different streets. This was also the period, the early 1960s, when the new capital, Brasília, was under construction in the hinterland state of Mato Grosso. As one of the three architects of Brasília in 1960, Oscar Niemeyer’s modernism left an indelible mark on me, spawning an affinity for modern architecture. To this day, my head turns for any post-Bauhaus building, an example of Brazilian modernist architecture, whether in New York (the United Nations Secretariat), São Paulo, or Brasília. The most iconic structure, only a few blocks from our apartment building, and in front of which I passed frequently in my walks throughout the city, was Niemeyer’s S-shaped Edifício Copan on Avenida Ipiranga. I knew it was a substantial design then in my preteens, as I know now it is an internationally known building.

In my flat leather sandals, I wore a track into the sidewalks between my apartment and Elana’s: down two blocks from Rua Santa Isabel; crossing the street to skirt Largo do Auroche, a small park; veering slightly left for a block and turning right on Avenida Duque de Caxias; proceeding a few blocks northeast until number 428. If we were not in school, if we were not at the ACM (the Y) taking swimming classes and socializing, or if we were not at a Jewish youth group gathering, then we were visiting each other at our respective apartments, and that was most of the time. We had no telephone, so our visits were always spontaneous.

I lived with my parents for several years in a studio apartment on Rua Santa Isabel number 314, at the corner facing the entrance to the gated, pseudo-gothic, immense medical campus of the Santa Casa de Misericórdia on Rua Dr. Cesário Mota Júnior. In that small one-room apartment, my parents used furniture and some drapes to fashion a bedroom alcove for me. Elana and I played under the dining table with dolls. One day Elana was chastising one of my dolls, shaking her, and the doll’s head split from her chest by the neck. I was devastated. But I swallowed my urge to cry. I knew then that a friend was worth more than a doll. If not with dolls, then we played games. Or we told each other stories. We talked about our recent past in Israel. Elana told me stories about her dear grandmother, and her beautiful young aunt, Yael, who was a first runner-up in the 1951 Miss Israel contest, and her aunt’s subsequent life as a newly wealthy bride in South Africa. My maternal grandmother, Magda, who migrated with us, also lived in São Paulo, so Elana knew her and loved her as well.

It was always exciting to visit my grandmother, and sometimes Elana and Miki came along. I have an iconic photograph of us three girls in front of the house my grandmother rented in Jundiaí, a few hours northwest of São Paulo where she ran a pension for German expats working at Krupp SA (Sociedade Anonima, i.e., Incorporated). My grandmother had a German Jewish husband, Ziggi, so the language and the European-style room and board she offered appealed to the German Krupp managers.

Most of the time, I visited at Elana’s apartment. Her building was on Avenida Duque de Caxias, almost at the corner of Rua Barão de Limeira. The apartment building was a narrow twelve-floor structure with only one apartment per floor. The elevator opened onto a staircase landing facing the front door. Their door was never locked during the day because upon entering you found yourself in the workshop—they called it their factory. It was originally the apartment’s enormous living room in the rear of the building, facing southwest, and a large, airy, inner courtyard formed by the surrounding buildings. The large wall-to-wall windows gave an atelier or art studio feel to the space. The walls were lined with wooden shelves bowed by the weight of bolts of leather in every color, spools of thread, and various bric-a-brac, boxes, and detritus. Ernö saved every scrap of anything useful (or useless) and was not one to maintain orderliness. He worked hard: his workstation, where he could be found every day six days a week for long hours, was the cutting table. It was in the left alcove of the “living room.” He cut the leather into glove patterns using various dies: size, length, men’s hands, women’s hands. A short stocky man, when he was ready to cut, he heaved his sturdy body and jumped, pushing down on the lever of the cutting press. While visitors came, he never stopped working, just continued talking cheerfully and kibitzing.

Along the long wall on the right of the room was a row of sewing machines. One of these stations was Vera’s. She was the seamstress, running the glove fingers on the specialized sewing machine up around and down, up around and down, four fingers in succession, two gloves, eight fingers, and the thumbs pieced separately. I still have a cherished pair of blue leather Weingarten gloves. And while Vera sewed, she’d look up above her squarish black eyeglass frames at the person she was talking to, her glasses usually slipping down her nose. Or, with a view directly to the front door, she peered over her glasses at the entering visitor with the scrutiny of a receptionist.

Between Vera and the window sat their only employee that I remember, a young Black man with an oval, somewhat freckled caramel-colored face, and an ever-so-slight tinge of auburn in his close-cropped Afro. He was the presser. With a mallet without a handle, he’d pound the newly sewn gloves into a flat pancake, fingers slightly overlapping from pointer to pinky, thumb folded and tucked under, and facing each other as in prayer, the dainty pair slipped into a clear plastic pouch. Next to Vera was a chair where my mother sat for hours keeping Vera company while the two talked. Ernö sometimes participated in the conversation. Vera was my mother’s older (by a few years) mentor. She knew the ins and outs of immigrant life in São Paulo, and she guided my mother on all topics: medical, marital, economic, educational, and emotional. My mother always had time to keep Vera company. Vera was her lifeline, and Edith was Vera’s daily buoy.

While the adults were in the workshop, Elana and I would, after our dutiful check-in with them, slip along the long narrow corridor past the eat-in kitchen to the front of the apartment—the building side fronting the Avenida, where there were two bedrooms. The first, at the end of the hall, was turned into a living room and “formal” dining room that also acted as the parents’ sleeping quarters on the pullout sofa. The bedroom on the right was shared by Elana and her older brother, Yoni. He was about two or three years older, an accomplished student, and his mother’s pride and joy as an expected future doctor. At one point he tutored me in math. He truly was very intelligent and an earnest but bouncy young teen. He was tall like his mother and good-looking. He took the world seriously but with a grain of salt and a touch of cynicism. He liked to joke like his father. Most of the time Elana and I were alone; at others, she and Yoni bickered with reasonable sibling rivalry. Name-calling was just a game.

If Vera favored Yoni, Ernö favored Elana. Brother and sister were very different, each had a winning personality, a tenacity, a graciousness and sincerity, and a deep moral virtue and integrity. Ernö never hid the fact that he sympathized with socialism, although he chose to emigrate from “socialist” Israel in the early 1950s to a country mired in right-wing tendencies. Vera was not a pretty woman, but at the risk of sounding clichéd she had the moral soundness that Jews call tzeddakah, which is a beauty in its own right, deeper and more permanent. She did not allow her children to breach her codes of conduct, even as she gave her daughter plenty of freedom, a virtual elastic band, when Elana pulled harder. She worked her body into her sewing machine, never getting her hair done, never getting a manicure, never collecting fine clothing like Elsa. She always wore black pants and flat black shoes. She was a tall woman, with straight black hair cut in a blunt bob, and pinned on one side with a clip or occasionally with a tortoise shell band. She seemed older than she was. She found me a little spoiled, but was glad I was Elana’s friend, as she preferred me to Miki. Vera liked that I was smart and a good influence on her daughter, who was somewhat disinclined to face the academic grindstone. Vera’s guiding principle in parenting was education, preferably British education, which she admired most of all. We were supposed to become the intelligentsia and to make up for the fact that she and her contemporaries survived the Holocaust with barely an education. Grateful for survival, she worked tirelessly to raise the next professional generation. She instructed my mother, and my mother listened.

This is the interior environment where I spent the years from 1959 to June 1964.

Outside our apartment homes, the city provided the backdrop of a walkable living space. São Paulo was not a beautiful city. It is still not a beautiful city. In the late 1950s and early 1960s it had an old flavor of Latin America, what seemed to me Latin-et-French-Art-Nouveau, but with less grandeur than Buenos Aires, for example. By then past its prime, the way a socialite who is fifty years past her prime still thinks she’s glamorous, still wearing her perfume-reeking and out-of-style clothing from her heyday, still wearing makeup that gets smeared from week to week until her liner is thick as grease, her lipstick oxidized, her powder puff caked like mud. Her hair is matted, teased by the attempt to fluff it a few days before, her voice deep and throaty with a coating of nicotine and tar. São Paulo’s air was poisoned with automobile exhaust; the Rio Tietê poisoned with chemicals, garbage, and sewage; the streets festooned with garbage; and corners reeking of urine. It still amazes me how relentlessly modernity tried knocking on her door, and how modern structures attempted to pierce the decadent and passé colonial and Belle Époque elegance with an electrifying vitality, only to look dirty, decrepit, and misused within just a few years. Thus modern, colonial, Belle Époque, and Art Nouveau, erected side by side, were embellished by a mass of humanity looking for its next meal, cafézinho (a little double shot of espresso) or shot of pinga (alcoholic drink made of sugar cane). Aside from a small number of the super-rich, even in the 1950s and 1960s Brazil was a country of poor, uneducated people with a high rate of illiteracy.

I liked São Paulo as much as I would have liked living with this has-been socialite. When I arrived in Brazil, the culture shock was as intense as the tropical heat. It shook me to the core. I resisted my new environment. And in that battle, my body lost. An allergic autoimmune disease afflicted me during my life in Brazil, first as huge painful itchy welts that I associated with eating meat, particularly pork, which I had never eaten before. After about a year, this autoimmune reaction ceased, and I avoided pork, but a few years later, these same welts would reappear if I was exposed to the sun, a condition called solar urticaria that went untreated. That, too, eventually passed.

I endured the assimilation into Brazilian life—my first of several foreign migrations—because I had Elana as a friend. This is the blessing a friendship can bestow. Her friendship was indispensable to me, because I had no siblings. Israeli born, too, she had come with her family several years earlier, and by the time I met her, she was fully Brazilian. She had fond memories of Israel, but she naturalized into her environment more easily and seamlessly than I did. Until today, when I see her and talk to her, she is Brazilian, in speech, education, and naturalization. Even so, unlike Brazilians, she retained an internationalism, thanks to the upbringing by her parents and their Jewish faith. Her friendship was the psychological curative for my pseudo assimilation. Unlike Elana, I never quite assimilated into Brazilian life.

When I was ten years old, on recess in the courtyard of our local elementary school, Oswaldo Cruz, two blocks from my apartment, I usually ate my favorite sandwich my mother made me, two slices of bread with cream cheese and a slice of green pepper. After this lunch eaten outside, I loitered around the yard while other girls, including Elana, who was a sporty tomboy, played the game of queimada. One day a girl approached me and asked who my saint was. My own saint? I was stumped, and so I answered, “I don’t have a saint.” There was pity in her eyes. I was Jewish, and the girls around me were Roman Catholic. They each had their favorite saint. Nothing in my experience in Brazil, short of the priest wearing a floor-length cassock entering our classroom for the daily prayers, was as alien to me as having a favorite saint.



Foundations

My tentative integration into Brazilian life was helped by the fact that my family and Elana’s were close. We celebrated holidays together, such as Seder and New Year’s Eve, as an extended family. Our parents planned trips together, vacations, weekends, and frequent outings to the countryside. Ernö had a car, first an old Land Rover, then a small Renault, and in the former, we piled in together and went places outside the city. Then my father got a used Jeep (when he worked for Jeep SA), and caravan-style, we’d decamp to the countryside. Our destinations were an escape for the mothers and a lark for Elana, Yoni, and me. I cannot think of any of these trips without feeling a song rise in my chest. As an only child, I had acquired two siblings and another set of guiding adults.

We did not have televisions. My mother would frequently take me to the movies, her favorite pastime, because she loved American films. There was the ballet, opera, and concerts at the Belle Époque-styled Teatro Municipal. If you squinted and ignored the surrounding raucous city sounds and the smells of excrement, you could imagine yourself in front of its architectural source, the Paris Opéra. Otherwise, recreational life was about weekend outings in the country or to the “interior.” São Paulo sits on a plateau in the eastern part of the state of São Paulo, but any trip out of the metropolis was a jaunt into the “interior.” Brazil’s vastness, the fifth largest in the world after the United States, was incomprehensible, because not much of it was accessible. There were roads, but not everywhere; there were states of impenetrable jungles, in which we as white Europeans were not intended to set foot. There was as yet no ecotourism, and not much travel except among the larger cities of southern Brazil and up the narrow band off the Atlantic coast.

In summers we frequently went to the beaches of the southern Atlantic north of Santos. During several summers we’d get away for a week to a barely finished beachfront hotel on Praia dos Sonhos in Itanhaém, our two mothers and the three children sharing a large room. The Miami Hotel was not quite completed and had no well-furnished lobby. It was owner-managed by a Korean family, making the place homey and casual, and it had plenty of ping-pong tables. The surrounding area was not developed yet. The beaches were pristine back then, and they were sequined with a trove of rare shells—or jellyfish—each morning.

We weren’t unaware of the geographical richness that constituted Brazil. In 1961 and 1962 our geography class consisted of memorizing all the rivers of the Amazon basin and the names of all the known tribes. Little did we know that in our lifetime, the Amazon would start going up in flames. Our geography teacher, Professor Nunes, did not tell us that the Amazon was the oxygen and water engine of the planet, and that above the Rio Amazonas ran a river in the troposphere. Ecology was a very distant subject in that geography class. Just name the rivers and the native tribes with their unpronounceable names, as he asked, and we’d get a passing grade. Our real geography lesson was provided to us by our parents with their wanderlust.

There was plenty of nature to see outside São Paulo, past the hectares and hectares of coffee plantations. One year, our families decided to make a trek to Foz do Iguaçú in two cars, neither car large enough to hold seven people and luggage. At our young age, it was the adventure of a lifetime. It took several days over dirt roads, but we made it . . . and then turned around almost immediately. Iguaçú village was still undeveloped, with few decent hotels and lacking the trappings of touristy kitsch. There was only one historic, luxury hotel, which our parents could not afford. There were some guardrails on the edge of paths along the falls, but not many, and there were no crowds. Visiting the place at that time was like a meeting with earth’s mighty force without encumbrances. For a young person, it was like an expedition into uncharted territory, one of the wonders of the world before the age of European exploration. The only other time I felt so close to this planet’s majesty was on a raft for a week on the Colorado River in 1976, when there were no other rafts for several days at a time, an experience that now cannot be re-created. A few years later, on my first trip to Niagara Falls, for all its hyped greatness I found it disappointing: after you see a lion, a kitten is just a small cat.

It seems to me that my five years in Brazil were more gorged with experiences and memories than any other five-year period of my life. Perhaps my senses were on high alert with dislocation. Perhaps my sense of time had to slow down, because I found myself in an unfamiliar place. Perhaps it was because I was still a child, but changing, and had become aware of the world around me precisely because I was an alien in that world. Moving to Brazil awakened me from a protected infancy, and I became engaged as an observer. I was inhibited and fearful, unlike Elana, who was unrestrained and daring in her engagement with her surroundings. Being timid, I turned into a witness instead.

Our childhood life was experienced in a cocoon of Brazilian sights, sounds, and smells. The polluted air, the yearly Carnaval revelry and mayhem, the prostitutes propped at their doorsteps or windowsills. We also experienced the election and fiascos of Labor Party leaders such as the leftist Jânio Quadros and his vice president, João Goulart, becoming the next president, setting the stage for the Golpe de ’64 (the military coup of 1964), just as my parents and I were leaving Brazil. During this period, however, news from the outside world also reached us: the talk of Castro taking over Cuba; the hush-hush talk about the salacious Profumo affair in London (the sex scandal between a government minister and a nineteen-year-old Christine Keeler, a fact our mothers unsuccessfully tried to hide from us); the capturing of Adolf Eichmann in Argentina and his trial in Jerusalem; the assassination of JFK; the transition of Pope John XXIII to Pope Paul VI.

We lived a charmed and protected life in a spartan bubble that was bound to burst eventually. We were not ready to swim in the raw currents of the second half of the twentieth century. We were still wearing ankle socks and flat shoes but were beginning to sense the thrill of wearing nylon hose we’d wrest from our mothers. And with it the need to shave our legs, which our mothers did not do. First, we needed to awaken to the antics of boys who were not yet astute enough to attract girls. And in the meantime, not yet fourteen, I had to experience a sexual assault by a stranger in my building’s elevator. Luckily, I escaped as the elevator door opened, and I could run into my apartment. However, I was traumatized by the “close call,” which made me afraid of men and elevators for at least another eight years, and during that time I never entered an elevator if there was only a man inside; if a man entered after me, I’d quickly get out. As we were slowly awakening to the opposite sex, good or bad, we were forced to part.




Language Barriers

When I arrived in Brazil, there was no language class for a foreign student, that is, no teaching Portuguese as a second language. I could not read the Latin alphabet, and there were no reading remediation lessons. I was assigned to a class and shown to a seat. And I put my nose to the language grindstone. Since everyone in my class was learning to write, I did the same. The Roman alphabet was revealed without any fuss or difficulty. Was the babel around me distressing? Of course, but I had no choice, and I was an amenable and dutiful student. So I stuck it out and persevered.

Nonetheless, my past was cut off. I had experienced a long and disturbing cross-Atlantic voyage, with a strange cultural phenomenon involving a Greek god, Neptune, which originally devolved into a sailors’ hazing ritual at the crossing of the Equator and acted out by sailors parading in costumes in modern times. And after landing in a foreign country, I experienced the unnerving daily issues of settling in. Consequently, perhaps I felt classrooms were a safe place. In truth, my favorite class, unsurprisingly, was art. Surrounded by speakers of a foreign language, my muteness at first was compounded by the obstacle of a certain imposed deafness. It felt like being immersed underwater and hearing human voices above the surface. I think this lasted about two to three months. At someone’s apartment where we first rented a room, the radio blasted traditional Brazilian songs oozing with dramatic cravings of love, and radio hosts made pronouncements in the intonation of football announcers. Gooooooooal is what comes to mind, even if I was not listening to a futeból game but to a declaimed advertisement for something or other beyond my comprehension. At that age, the prosody that I heard via the thickened space of this language barrier started to form the basis of mastering another language. I had already done that before: when I heard and listened to my parents and grandparents conversing in Hebrew, Hungarian, Romanian, or German. When it came to language, I did not feel passive, and I did not act oblivious: I was a listener. Cocooned in my inner world, I listened to and observed the outside, paying attention to and absorbing languages.

We spoke Hebrew at home while I was learning to speak, read, and write Portuguese in school. I flowed from a private inside (indoor) language, to a compulsory outside (outdoor) language, a phenomenon well known to children of immigrants. Inside being the family home, and outside being the newly adopted environment. Hebrew remained our language for communicating at home for several years, gurgling on but then rippling out, an evanescence of language into limbo when abandoned. My parents quickly learned to speak Portuguese because they already knew a Romance language, their second, Romanian. Therefore, I did not have to act as their interpreter as a preteen in our early years in Brazil, because they sustained their language independence.

This should not be seen as a revelation; after all, my parents had transitioned to a foreign language twice before: between their native Hungarian spoken at home and in their community, and the compulsory Romanian imposed by political boundaries that kept changing. And then in their late teens transitioning to their adopted Hebrew after they joined the clandestine migration from Europe to Palestine at the end of the Holocaust. This clandestine migration of survivors from Europe to Palestine, called ha’apalah in Hebrew, was a gathering of Holocaust survivors called Aliyah B, the second migration of the twentieth century, preceded by an earlier group of Zionist pioneers. Both my parents and Elana’s, as survivors, were swept up in this historical migration.

It is not a rare phenomenon for European Jews who lived in the diaspora to experience diglossia—the necessity to speak one language at home, the mother tongue, and another language outside home, the official one. Once the expelled Jew must live in an altogether different country, however, where none of her languages are spoken, the migrant or refugee becomes alingual for a while, that is, not fluent in any language. My grandmother, Magda, was an example. Her Romanian was minimal, her native Hungarian, although fluent, became vernacular and lacked the high Hungarian grammar, her Hebrew was a patois, and in Brazil and then in the United States she also spoke a kind of Portuguese and then English patois. Her language acuity was superb, compared with so many of her Hungarian friends who could never utter a word of any other language, no matter the longevity of their residence.

In the meantime, our social circle consisted of other immigrants who passed through the same gates we did. They were also European Jews who escaped to Palestine but left after the formation of the State of Israel and landed in South America. Like my parents, other families, too, could not settle in for the longest time, being driven to pick up roots again. It occurred as if their original persecution and dispersion from war-ravaged Europe compelled them to keep on moving. Family units had been set into motion by an appalling force that overcame their inertia, the past assimilation that made many Jews blend into a European land, only to be excised by antisemitism, oppression, and ultimately, Nazi elimination. And some of them, especially my family, once in motion, they couldn’t stop. There were at least a dozen families in São Paulo that I met and interacted with who arrived in that same, or an earlier, migrant wave. The parents spoke their native European language, some also spoke Hebrew, and finally their daily work and school life was conducted in Portuguese with a heavy accent.

I was swept up in this migration, and like someone who flips out of a canoe into the water, she does not think about the meaning of the event or why it happened, but only to bob up above the water to breathe and move, despite the current, toward something to hold on to. The current was the language, and learning it meant to be able to swim.

How to explain this except that Hungarian was embedded in me through spending so much time with my grandmothers during my early formative years and, in addition, listening to my parents speak among themselves and to their parents in Hungarian. Necessity is the mother of invention and the mother of speech. For me, learning three languages before age ten was necessary, and in my circumstances, I even heard another two languages spoken around me.

My closest friends in Brazil, Elana and Miki, were my migrant, multilingual doppelgängers. Within those first early months of arriving in Brazil and encountering my first lifelong friends, a strange thing happened. As I was learning Portuguese, I suddenly started to speak Hungarian. I transitioned from a single language to three. It was a spontaneous twofer.



Moving Away, Looking Back and Looking Forward

In June 1964 my parents and I left Brazil permanently and flew to the United States with temporary American tourist visas, and tucked away, to continue to our destination, Canadian immigrant visas. That was like throwing caution to the wind, including all the possessions accumulated in five years, plus friends to boot. We embarked into the wild blue yonder, during the early age of jet travel, with only what could fit into four suitcases, plus a curiosity that did not fit our lifestyle: a carry-on vanity case. All the luggage was in matching olive-colored leather. In Brazil, leather was cheaper than plastic. My parents had Israeli passports, which had gotten us to Brazil in January 1959, when I was eight. Although we lived in Brazil for five and a half years, we did not become Brazilian citizens, purposefully remaining unsettled and stateless, as if my father refused to set roots in a place where he had no intention of staying, using it as a placeholder without admitting it openly. Thus, we continued to use temporary Israeli passports, and I, having no passport, continued traveling on my mother’s. The purpose of the layover in the United States was to visit family.

My father had formulated a plan. We were bound for Toronto, Canada, and he had acquired Canadian immigrant visas for us, though without any prospects, except his faith in his abilities to work. Canada, unlike America, would welcome us. The US State Department, led by white, patrician Ivy Leaguers, tended to be antisemitic and wanted few East European Jews to immigrate. Nineteen years after the end of the Holocaust, the State Department and American laws still considered that some types of Jews (and some others) were undesirable. The law that barred us was the 1924 Johnson-Reed Immigration Act, written by Rep. Albert Johnson (R-WA), a known eugenicist, and cosponsored with Sen. David Reed (R-PA). They were staunch isolationists and racists. In 1964 this law was amended, and President Lyndon Johnson signed the new law, which opened the opportunity for my family to immigrate to the United States in 1967. (There’s an elucidating documentary by Ken Burns on PBS, The US and the Holocaust, in which the salient topic of the US State Department during the Holocaust reflects my family’s experience.)

I remember trying to imagine what Canada would be like. With my prior two vantage points, one being the Mediterranean Levant, followed by the sojourn in the South American temperate zone elbowing on the wild tropics, Canada seemed like the North Pole. Of course, I had no say in the matter. I was always a quiet child, but my father’s peregrinations made me withdrawn, because I became homeless. Each time I got used to a place and tentatively felt secure, another migration wrenched it away. I was so introverted that I felt the ridicule of adults who looked at me as an impenetrable object, a dismaying child.

I left Brazil in 1964 lacking self-confidence, perpetually insecure, and not knowing how I was to understand the confusing world outside the environment I had lived in temporarily. I took with me the knowledge of what friendship meant and the knowledge that my parents were still my protectors but not for much longer. Being already a teenager, I was expected to be more independent in a new place. I left Brazil with very few material possessions, and no understanding of how my experience until then was going to translate into another culture. I left behind a soulmate, and I went to North America as an only child again.

I was embarking on a migration to an education system of much higher rigor, with a distinct separation between church and state. I was embarking on my second migration, this time from a postcolonial Latin country with a racial checkerboard and a tenuous hold on democracy, to a thoroughly democratic English- and French-speaking bilingual country in the apex of a liberal era. My first dislocation from one home, at age nine, and arrival into another home, would have to serve as the basis of a repeat experience at age fourteen, but in a different environment. My frame of reference would not necessarily help me navigate the cultural changes, but the experience of having done so once before would be the thing for me to rely on in a reprise.

On our stopover in Rio in 1964, which was like a bonus mini vacation, we took the opportunity to sightsee: Christ the Redeemer on Corcovado, the cable car to Sugarloaf, the beach at Ipanema with its iconic wavy sidewalk designed by the landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx. We stayed at a hotel in the old city near the beach. We were well dressed, we had new leather suitcases, we were bound for North America, and my father was ecstatic. My mother was pregnant, in her first trimester, and already her midriff was bulging. I was disconnected from reality, experiencing a mental trip from so much stimulation on my first touristy experience. I wavered between the exotic attractions of Rio and the horror of soon being cut off from a sense of security, speaking the language, or understanding the customs. Sightseeing in this Carioca World Heritage city could not mask the reality that we were just passing through on the way to the unknown. We were five years on from our penurious arrival, but better off. I had learned the language, and I had adjusted to the scholastic tempo of the country, both admirable achievements. I had had friends and many good memories. And now, an annulment of those experiences was to take place: a door closing, a curtain drawn, finis.

If free to choose, I would have remained in Brazil out of inertia. Dreaming of America was my father’s dream. American films and the actors my mother loved were her passion, not mine. American movies did not quite give me a taste of what life was like in the United States, and none at all about Canada; I was too inexperienced. Not to mention that American films were holograms of American life. One of the last films I saw in Brazil was The Parent Trap, with Hayley Mills. It was set in a fictional American summer camp, and it seemed Martian to me, especially since my summer camp experiences in Brazil were so primitive and raw.

Why was America such a glittering idea to the rest of the world? Was it reflected by Hollywood? Did it really uphold the utopian vision of middle class (and white) life to everyone in the world? Was the Bernstein-Sondheim song “America” a musical gem that nailed this conundrum on its head? “Industry boom in America / Twelve in a room in America / Lots of new housing with more space / Lots of doors slamming in our face” sing the girls and the boys with different perspectives in West Side Story.

Although my parents made sure I got a head start in learning English, I also learned French at the same time. But we weren’t going to France. Had my parents miraculously decided to return to Israel, I would have rejoiced, even with the loss of five years of my native Hebrew. Instead, my family had only one direction: going north. America was the goal. My father had been to New York when he worked as a mechanic on an Israeli mercantile ship in 1957, and he loved the experience. He brought back Corn Flakes breakfast cereal and a little bottle of Coca-Cola! Moving to Canada was a step closer to his goal.

Thinking back to five years earlier, in January 1959, we had alighted from the French ship SS Bretagne’s third class in the old, run-down port of Rio de Janeiro, and immediately looked for transportation to São Paulo, never leaving the antique, neglected, and economically dilapidated section around the port, never seeing the rest of Rio (that’s why in 1964 it was a treat). The Bretagne was scrapped in 1963 after a serious fire while being retrofitted, removing second- and third-class berths. There were five of us new immigrants to Brazil: my parents; my grandmother, Magda; her latest husband, Ziggi; and a whole lot of suitcases. We piled into a taxi, where I was squeezed between my mother and the driver. The luggage was strapped in the trunk with the lid tied down and more luggage strapped on the roof. The trip from Rio to São Paulo, about 430 kilometers, took half a day before the days of interstate highways. January is summer in the Southern
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