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Dedication

For my father Emanuel ‘Manny’ Unreich (1916-2005),

the first champion of my writing,

I carry your name with the utmost pride and love
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Preface

Melbourne, 2016

My mother has always told her stories perfectly. When her grandchildren were little, they would long to stay overnight at her house – in part for the nightly ritual of hot chocolate and the heavy European bedding that wrapped them up in a bubble of goose down until they succumbed to sleep, but mostly for the magical way she could tell a story. She would give different voices to each character, her expressions veering as wildly as the plots. She was a master of improvisation – if the small listener cried out that they wanted an enchanted kettle, for example, she would quickly introduce one – and each tale finished on a triumphant note.

But today, as she tells me the story of my birth, there are no funny voices, no extraneous details. She is matter-of-fact, deliberate, the way she is whenever she talks about the past. It goes like this . . . It was 1966, and my mother, Mira, was seven months pregnant. It was her fourth pregnancy, and while the others were easy, this one was not. Her feet were impossibly swollen, and she had recently become sick with a cold. She decided to ease herself into a hot bath to relieve her aches; when she got out, her waters broke. My panicked father drove her to the hospital, where it was discovered that she had a high fever. Her obstetrician was summoned and, since it was the middle of the night, he rushed in with his pyjamas on underneath his clothes. He delivered me at four in the morning, and I was so tiny and sickly that I was not even weighed, but instead whisked away to be placed in a humidicrib. When my mother recounts this to me, she simply recites a series of facts, and her voice does not falter when the story takes a turn, when it is clear that her newborn was frighteningly unwell.

‘You were very sick. You had a complete blood transfusion, and you had something wrong with your lungs. The doctor said, “I don’t want to be optimistic. It could be that she will not make it, so don’t count on her.”’

I lean in closely, trying to establish how my mother reacted. With shock? Fear? It is hard to tell. She talks about her husband, instead. ‘Your father started to cry; he was already so emotional. I said, “Don’t worry, she’s going to make it, I know she will!”

‘And two days later, the doctor came and said, “I’ve got to take her out of the humidicrib.” We asked why and he replied, “She is banging on the glass. She is going to break it; we can’t afford it!”’

I believe that this happened. I was born two months premature and I did, apparently, bang on the contraption’s sides. Throughout my life, my mother has told me this story many times, exactly this way. The facts never changed. Even the words themselves are fixed, the same phrases reiterated.

The tale of my birth symbolises something for each of us. To my mother, Mira, it is about my inner strength and potential. Even when my body was tiny, she knew I was never weak. She also wants me to know that something powerful lies within me, and has always been there in spite of what science and history and statistics otherwise claimed. She never wants me to doubt it. It is a quality she recognises, because she possesses it too.

For me, this is a story about my mother’s faith. While my father was in tears, half-expecting me to die, my mother refused to fold this into her thinking. Even though the doctor warned her not to become too attached to me, she knew he would be proved wrong. I can’t imagine Mira was fearful; even for a minute. It is in her character to completely banish such negative thoughts from her mind.

I am hearing this account once again because I have decided to interview my mother while she is still able to speak easily. She is eighty-nine and cancer has been worming its way through her body for several years. She senses the days are running out, I can tell.

It is my last chance to learn some of the details of her life, which has known both beauty and brutality. But more importantly, it is an opportunity to discover the origins of her deep belief. I am curious about the unwavering steadiness of her faith. As her pace to the end quickens, she is not scared that before her is an unknowable void; she does not entertain the notion that she might soon be stepping off into nothingness. That is because her experience of the universe is one where the inexplicable happens, and where the thread of magic skips across the edges of the darkest fabric. How can my mother be so certain of what lies ahead for her?

Slowly, slowly, I will find out.





Part One





Prologue

End of September, 1942 Częstochowa, Poland

Boarding the freight train, they were told to keep moving even when each car was full. Even when it was dozens of people past full. The threat came early: if one person went missing, ten would be shot in their place. Jews were shot all the time; those who had been too slow to embark had been shot. Their captors would make good on this particular promise.

They all stood upright, limb against limb, pressing into each other. Before long, the air became stiff, filled with human stench. The only slip of light was through a window high above. In this box – could you call it a carriage? It was a coffin – some of them had started collapsing, dead. In the beginning, the passengers had been shrill and anxious, asking each other, ‘Where are we going?’ Now there was little talking.

David Milgrom thought of himself as a man of faith; as such, he had to have faith in himself. He could not afford to focus on his maddening thirst, these phantom fingernails in his throat. Instead, he began working away on a small hole in the wall, using a nail he’d found on the ground. But when the others saw what he was doing, they implored him to desist, some using their fists for emphasis. Don’t do it! Don’t do it for the sake of us all.

He regretted having listened to that chorus as soon as they came to their final destination. When the doors of the train opened, he was immediately set upon by men with clubs and sticks, who shouted at him furiously: ‘Get out!’ The crowd surged forward in a rush, many getting trampled in the process. And then this place.

Although there were the jarring features of an ordinary train station around him – a clock, timetables, signs and a ticket office – they receded against the awful, disorientating scene that he faced. It was indescribable chaos. Children were crying, mothers were screaming out for the children they had lost in the confusion, and all the time there were men waving sticks around, together with large dogs barking and the ugly yelling of armed SS officers and Ukrainian guards: ‘Schnell, schnell!’ Quickly, quickly.

Orders came at him like bullets that he had no time to dodge. ‘Take off your shoes and tie them together! If you do not do so in sixty seconds, you will be shot!’ He obeyed, only to discover that sharp stones were scattered across the path, tearing bloody cuts into his bare feet. ‘Put your shoes in that pile! Put your coat here! Put all your money there!’ The bags held close for days on the train journey lay discarded in mounds which grew larger and larger, swelling quickly. Bulging, misshapen monsters.

The new arrivals were soon divided into two. To the left – the elderly, infirm and orphaned. David was shunted to the right, with the remainder.

‘Take off all your clothes!’

Could that be correct?

They were forced to strip naked, males and females both. When the women were led to a different section, he watched them covering their breasts with their arms, as if their modesty was the worst thing they could lose.

His group was ordered to collect all the clothing, documents and valuables that had just been discarded, placing the money in open suitcases, the clothes onto a high stack. As they did so, running back and forth down a pathway, they were flanked by the same guards who had hit them as they alighted the train, beating them viciously once more. David was shocked when he realised that these men were Jewish, like him. There was no point asking them why they were doing this, because he could see why: Ukrainian guards stood at their rear, threatening to kill them if they weren’t sufficiently brutal. They were Kapos, prisoners assigned by the SS to supervise work details. Their instinct was to survive; David had the same instinct.

And yet these Kapos were still his brethren, so David tried firing questions at them as he ran. ‘What will happen to us? How do I get out of here?’

They ignored him, avoiding looking into his face, until finally one Kapo answered him in a whisper: ‘Try to get dressed.’ And so the next time David went to throw clothes onto the pile, he grabbed some of the items instead, shoving his legs into pants, pulling on a waistcoat. From another pile – now grown as tall as a building – he collected a pair of shoes. There were thousands of men running; he prayed in the mayhem that he would not be spotted.

No longer naked, he had only one choice if he wanted to be inconspicuous: stepping in line with the Kapos, pretending to be one of them. In a single sweep of movement, he picked up a thick tree branch that had been lying on the ground and began waving it wildly about. He tried not to think about connecting with the scalp of a neighbour, the arm of a friend. ‘Szybciej!’ he yelled at the naked prisoners in Polish as their feet lifted the earth from the ground, small pebbles flying, dust everywhere. ‘Faster!’

In the distance, he could hear the screams of the women, a solid wall of sound. It went on for several minutes, maybe. And then it stopped, and there was silence. Later, he tried to see where they had gone. All that remained were the dresses they had shed, ugly now, like a pile of butterfly wings that had been ripped from the insect. What is really happening here? he wondered. How can I escape from this place?

* * *

For four days, he acted the part of a Kapo, the same scenario repeating over and over, a nightmare playing on a loop. Jews would arrive at the station as he had, many thousands in a day – only now he was one of those yelling. Once, he saw a crooked old man hobble off the train, and was ordered to take him to the Lazarett, or ‘the hospital’. This turned out to be a massive open pit, a fire burning below, the cavity filling fast. David gently helped the old man undress, folding his clothes by the side of the pit, even though he knew the man would have no use for them anymore.

By now he had discovered what happened to the people who had disembarked with him. Those on the left, the weak, who could not fight back? Like the old man, they were shot and thrown into a burning pit. As for the others: the women were forced to have their hair shorn, and each group was made to run naked along a long path to a chamber. Perhaps they felt a prickle of relief when they reached the brick building at the end and saw a Magen David – a Star of David, the symbol of the Jewish people – at the front. A curtain hung over the entrance, and in Hebrew, the words were inscribed upon it: THIS IS THE GATE TO THE LORD. THE RIGHTEOUS ENTER HERE. Inside, cramped as they were – they had to raise their arms to fit in – some might have let their guard down a little more when they saw the shower heads and taps fixed to the walls. They were here to wash themselves, that was all.

When everyone was inside, the doors were sealed. Then carbon monoxide exhaust was pumped in. The path that the prisoners had just run down? The Germans called it Himmelfahrtstraße, or ‘the Road to Heaven’. Within thirty minutes of their ‘shower’ starting, everybody was usually dead, although not instantly and not always. Treblinka II was never designed to be a work or ‘transit’ camp, as the SS had called it. It was a killing centre. Even the train station features that the prisoners had seen on arrival were fake, a wicked trick: they had been placed there when the death camp was built so that those newcomers, earmarked for extermination, did not panic at the outset.

The scent of death was literally never far; there were prisoners whose job it was to move the corpses from the gas chambers and into the mass graves, and it was easy to detect who they were when they crossed over to David’s side of the camp: a cadaverous smell permeated their skin, and the stench emanating from them was impossible to ignore. For much of the day, David’s task was to sort out the piles of clothing so they could be shipped to Germany. There were often heartbreaking remnants among the abandoned items, each of which had their own story. Sewing kits, teddy bears, flasks of cod-liver oil, photos, prayer books, Kiddush cups. Those working alongside him were ordered to look for money and valuables hidden within the clothes and hand it over to the SS. Here they revealed a glimmer of their rebellion: sometimes, they would put precious things into their own pockets. Occasionally they burned the banknotes so the Germans couldn’t have them.

At every chance, David talked about running away, urging others to join him. He was met with incredulity. Escape? Unthinkable. The men were monitored constantly, counted four times daily. At night, a light from the guard tower shone into the window of their barracks; any movement would be detected. The camp was well fortified. And even if one evaded the constant watch of the SS, then what? Capture was inevitable.

But David did not see another option: when he asked these men how long they had been at Treblinka, the answer was five days, maybe ten – none of them had been there for longer than three weeks. He began devising a plan, enlisting two other young men to join him. It was futile to try to implement it in daylight, when any transgression would be easily spotted. The night would provide some cover, and perhaps a blessing; in the Torah, the day and all its promise begins with the sun’s setting and not its morning rise.

And so, instead of returning to their barracks at the day’s end, the three men stayed with the huge bundles of clothes that were already outside, rolled and stacked for removal the following day. Earlier, when tying them together, David had devised a hiding spot; in the centre of two of the rolls he and the others had left a hole large enough for a person to squeeze inside. His partners concealed themselves in one, he in the other. In their pockets, they had some valuables they had found in the clothing. Each man also carried a large knife, stolen from the kitchen; if they were caught, they would not die without trying to defend themselves.

From inside his fabric cocoon, David watched the Ukrainian guard who patrolled the area with a torch, and timed the intervals when the light was no longer shining in their direction. Lying in the shadows, he counted the minutes the way a man counts the ticks of his pulse, training all his focus on those beats. They had half an hour, he estimated.

When the sky turned inky black, the men left their hideout and took cover behind the thick wall of smoke – David called it the ‘smoke of prayers’ in his head – which was continually rising from a pit of burning bodies. At just after one in the morning, the trio crawled towards the enormous barriers that kept them imprisoned.

The first internal fence had prickly pine and juniper branches woven into its gaps, partly to serve as camouflage from the outside world. When the men realised it had soft soil at its base, they began to dig a hole underneath it, using their knives as shovels.

Next, they encountered a barbed-wire fence, and the earth was hard. They had no choice but to climb over it, and over another one after that. Scaling them was exhausting work, although careful planning saved them from grave injuries; they had each pilfered an extra layer of clothing to protect themselves, including gloves.

Finally outside the camp, in the middle of a dense forest, they faced a dilemma. One man wanted to head towards the nearest village, even though a curfew meant that any movement in the streets would be detected. David and the other man favoured a different approach; they would hold tight, lying on the ground without moving until it was light. That first fellow left alone. An hour later, the barking of guard dogs came from the direction he had taken.

As the long night softened into day, the two men began to run. David ran for his life without looking back. He ran until the faint noises of the camp disappeared. He ran until he was aware only of the sound of his own feet pounding the dirt, crunching sticks and leaves. He ran until he could not run any further, and then he kept running still.

He was twenty-eight years old.

He had one mission from then on. He would alert as many Jews as possible to what was happening. He imagined that they would listen to him in shock, and then gather their most essential belongings and flee. He could save men, women, children. Grandfathers, aunties, babies. Where would they go? That wasn’t for him to work out. It was only for him to warn them.

Eventually, he would indeed travel to several towns telling his story. But hardly anyone heeded him, or the news he had to impart. When he said that many thousands of Jews were killed in the four days he had been at Treblinka, some thought he was crazy, a fantasist, touched. Others pretended to listen, but he could tell by the way they nodded their heads that they were hearing only his words and not the message. They would not do anything differently. They would not pack up their possessions. They would stay where they were. Their doubt was too great.

One man, however, sought David out. Dolfie Blumenstock had learned of this daring escape from his eldest son, but he wanted to hear the account firsthand. When Dolfie met David – travelling two hours by bus to do so – he knew that these were not made-up stories. David’s descriptions were too detailed, his eyes too scared, his words too urgent. He recounted events that sounded unbelievable – could invalids really have been thrown onto fires? – but Dolfie believed every word. He raced home to his wife, who had never seen him so pale nor so worried. ‘Genya,’ he said to her, ‘our prayers have not saved us. God cannot save us. It is time for us to save ourselves.’

Dolfie’s encounter with David had forever altered him. What neither man could have known at the time was the extent to which this brief meeting would impact them both, bonding the two in a way that would change not just their lives but the course of both their personal histories.





One

Melbourne, Australia, 2017

Later, it would be hard to erase the memory of how my mother looked in her last weeks. Appearance had always mattered to her, not so much for vanity’s sake but because the effort was important. For as long as I could remember, Mira performed the same ritual before she went out. Standing in front of the mirror, there would be a final application of coral-red lipstick, a patting-down of her outfit, one last spritz of hairspray over her hair, already teased into a stiff bouffant. The scent of that spray – Schwarzkopf’s Taft – always transported me back to the days when I would tug on her jacket as a five-year-old and command: ‘Hair.’ With that, my mother would bend down and let me sniff her head. I’d inhale giddily, the sharp strands tickling my nose, then exhale with satisfaction. ‘Ahhh.’ My mother, who had worked as a fit model in Paris when she lived there in the 1950s, was always beautiful, almost until the end. But not at the end.

In those final weeks, I could hardly recognise Mira as she sat in her sunken, worn recliner. Her blonde coiffure, modelled on an icy Hitchcockian heroine, had turned to grey, and had become so sparse and patchy that she now wore a turban to cover it. Her headwear was bright and colourful, but she was not. Her skin had also turned greyish, and although she had once gone to the hairdresser and worn lipstick before appointments with her oncologist, she now no longer bothered to put her dentures in, so that her mouth fell slack, unsmiling. She nodded when her grandchildren walked into the room, but her gaiety had been packed away long before, like a suitcase of maternity clothes when you’ve finished having babies.

A few months earlier, the illness held her in a looser grip. She had lost some hair, she was slower to move, but at least her voice was recognisably hers. It might not have been as singsongy as it once was, but it wasn’t yet a flat drawl. It was more like a discordant piano key pressed occasionally. And if her smile was no longer a constant, it was still there to be prompted.

But each day a little more of her Mira-ness became covered up. Fewer things gave her pleasure. Not television, which gave her a headache, although she kept the sound on as a kind of white noise. Not music, even though she was the sort of person who’d always woken up singing invented songs. ‘Birdelah, tzipitzah,’ her father used to call out to her when day broke in her childhood home in Czechoslovakia. She had told me that his nicknames translated to ‘little bird’. He was known for his singing, too.

During that period, I would turn up at her house with artificial cheer, bringing whatever I could to make her day easier. Sometimes, this was vegetable soup that I had cooked, although her appetite had waned. Occasionally, I came with home aids, handing her a non-slip bath mat or a therapeutic pillow with a flourish, as if proffering a bunch of flowers. Or I summoned the odd expert: a meditation teacher who gave her a mantra; a chiropractor who used a little spring-loaded instrument on her back, each pump making a noise like a toy gun. She allowed these people to offer their services, nodding politely when they arrived. But once they left, she would breathe out in relief.

Often, I would find someone already there with her – my brother, Fred, who took care of the administrative details and paperwork that kept multiplying, or my eldest sister, Jeannette, who had to drive for nearly an hour to see our mother. Jeannette lived in Woop Woop, according to Mira, since her suburban property masqueraded as a rural one, with kangaroos bounding across the grass and from time to time a snake slithering by.

Ordinarily my sister was the late one, arriving breathless at our Friday night Shabbat dinners as the wine was being poured, a half-hour after everyone else. But once the three of us decided on attending each of Mira’s medical appointments, Jeannette was never late to anything.

In the bland offices of oncologists and physicians and surgeons, she would ask the medical questions, tossing around scientific jargon with ease. I was the note keeper, recording whatever the doctor said with two quick thumbs on my phone, a jumble of words I transcribed without listening to, ensuring I had enough information to later relay to Lilianne, our sister in the US. Fred was the one who sat there with quiet authority, making my mother smile with a joke in the waiting room, calming her with his dependability.

When Mira’s condition deteriorated, we made a roster to ensure that one of us was always with her around the clock, even when nursing staff were present as well. My mother insisted on dying in her home, and so it was there she declined, largely in the lounge room so filled with her touches. Not much had been changed since a 1970s interior freshen-up, and I knew the position and provenance of each little tchotchke. The Lalique crystal flower sat on the coffee table, a present from my mother’s friend Lily. On the TV cabinet, a tiny silver ice-cream cart, its lids connected by delicate chains, bought by my late father in Rome when I was thirteen – my first overseas holiday.

My mother’s imprint was everywhere: in the damask-flocked wallpaper that I would run my fingers over as a child, feeling the velvety bumps beneath my fingertips, and in the faded embroidery of her foot stool, with its brass claw legs. She was prone to decorating with vivid colours, and I was with her when she purchased a chaise longue at an auction and promptly had it reupholstered in deep purple velvet. Not one to waste anything, she turned the extra scraps of fabric into a rectangular pillow and fashioned it as a bear, using even smaller fabric pieces for its eyes and ears.

Her rumpus room boasted two separate wallpaper patterns in matching colours, a kaleidoscopic rainbow in electric hues of blue, green and yellow. On one wall, the colours formed huge ovals; opposite it, the same shades in vertical lines. To walk into that part of the house was to enter a psychedelic vortex, and although I thought it something of an eyesore when I was a teenager, by the time I was grown, visitors with a design bent would be impressed. A friend of mine joked that I shouldn’t invite the owner of a mid-century modern furniture store inside: ‘He would have a field day. He’d strip all of this from top to bottom.’ If my mother had overheard that remark, she would have nodded in agreement. She had confidence in her taste.

Now all of my childhood memories had got mixed up with the present day, which carried the smell of antiseptic and medicine and illness. I could no longer enter Mira’s kitchen and conjure up her almond horseshoe biscuits, which she sometimes shaped into the first letters of my children’s names when they baked with her. Instead, I’d see the line-up of drugs: vials of ugly tablets in various sizes, sitting alongside copious instructions handwritten by Jeannette. You couldn’t forget to administer any of them because the consequences were dire; instead of just worrying about her ovarian cancer, we had to hope that we could keep Mira’s tumour from growing lest she die of a bowel obstruction instead. My mother, who had once treated herself to daily pastries when she lived in Paris and could never resist the lure of a boiled lolly, no longer wanted to eat a thing. The clothes she wore became looser, gathering in folds around her as her body shrank.

But there was an element of her illness that wasn’t so terrible, as I got to feed her soup by the spoonful, and dab her face with a warm cloth. The sicker she grew, the more she hated to depend on others to do these things. Yet the more childlike she became in her dependency, losing the ability to control her body and its functions, the more tenderly I felt towards her. When she slept, I’d stroke her hand gently, her nails always beautifully polished, her silver wedding ring still on – she was allergic to gold – and I’d remember that she had done the same for me when I was a small child. My real appreciation for her mothering had come to me late, after I had children of my own. Recently, I found a letter I wrote to her in her last year:

I truly believe that as children, we pick our parents. That somewhere, our souls are up in the sky, choosing the very best parents for us: ones who will teach us what we need to be taught, and who are the exact right fit for the exact path we are meant to follow. There’s no other explanation, anyway – how did I get so lucky to have you as a mother? I must have pushed everyone else out of the line to get to you first.

* * *

Mira had always seen herself as a lucky person too, which was unfathomable given all that she’d been through. She spoke of her luck as a constant, even an attribute – like having a good memory. She would go to the Crown Casino’s Mahogany Room and plan to spend a hundred dollars on roulette until she lost. She never lost. ‘I’m a lucky player,’ she said, and it’s what my father said about her too, every time she beat him at a hand of Red Aces, the card game they played nightly, endlessly.

So when cancer struck, she couldn’t believe it. She actually couldn’t think of a plausible reason as to why she, of all her family members, should get cancer, and she would rack her brains for a precedent. ‘No one in my family ever had cancer,’ she would say, forgetting that hardly anyone in her family had lived long enough to get it.

* * *

When she fell ill, it was a surprise to us all, given how stoic and energetic she was. I don’t remember her ever taking to bed with a cold, but when she started going for regular afternoon shlufs, or sleeps, we figured that’s what women in their late eighties did. But then she complained of pain when she walked, and she so rarely had pain, and then she went to the doctor, when she almost never went to the doctor.

After the first visit, Jeannette was hopeful. ‘It looks like it could be diverticulosis,’ she pronounced, ‘which is treatable. That’s good.’ She didn’t say what it might be if it was bad. We all waited and hoped.

The night before Mira received her definitive test results, I took her to the opening night party of a costume exhibit at Rippon Lea Estate, a heritage homestead set on fourteen acres of land, lush with foliage and, that night, awash with people. It was her eighty-eighth birthday, and I had packed a folding wheelchair in my car in case she needed it. She didn’t look sick. She remained seated for most of the night, but she nodded at strangers and smiled in her regal way as if she were the hostess who had graciously allowed people into her domain. They smiled back. Strangers were always taken with her. She stopped a well-known fashion editor who brushed past her, and admired her checked navy-and-white trench coat, feeling the fabric between two fingers. I could see that this editor was impressed with my mother’s eye, and flattered by her attention. On this evening, with the mother I had always known, I tried to absorb all the details: the crisp night air, the 1920s beaded costumes, the tinkling laughter around us. I knew that everything might change the next day, that there was a chance this evening would act as a delineation between Before and After. If there was to be an After, I wanted to always remember the Before.

And when the next day came and the oncologist said solemnly that, yes, Mira had ovarian cancer, stage 3B, we all sat there dully, as stunned as she was. There weren’t any tears or upset voices. As usual, my mother was matter-of-fact. ‘You tell us what we have to do, doctor,’ she said formally, in a way that belied her inherent stubbornness and resistance to doing what she was told, especially by doctors.

Months later, when she underwent round after round of chemotherapy, she would be decisive about the protocol. She refused the recommended amount of carboplatin, and so we asked the doctors to halve the dose, which proved the correct choice when the cancer’s growth was halted for a time, while still leaving her well enough to go about her daily tasks. Even in the hospital ward, where she had monthly appointments, she insisted on hand-picking the nurse who would insert the port into her arm then drip-feed the chemo down a thin tube. ‘I don’t want that nurse,’ she would whisper, pointing with her chin. ‘They butchered me last time.’ And she would show her bruises as proof.

She managed to say what she wanted directly but inoffensively; if that nurse had overheard her, they might have laughed, because there was something about Mira’s delivery that presumed good humour even when the message was sharp. Months later, we found a top surgeon who agreed to operate on her tumour, believing he might be able to remove or reduce it. He was clear that it would not save her life, only prolong it. ‘Listen, doctor,’ she said, ‘I do not want to die on the operating table. I don’t want it.’ He agreed. She tempered her words with a smile. People admired her forthrightness. People did her bidding; it was a talent she possessed.

The four of us spent so much time at sessions like these that my siblings and I started to develop a fondness for them, as if they were family catch-ups, and we had chosen a hospital for our location. We would banter together, batting small asides back and forth until they became running jokes, like we were kids teasing each other in the back of my mother’s white Valiant on a long drive. On these occasions, Mira never looked weary, like the other patients. Instead, she was propped up on pillows, keeping up a continuous commentary on everything that was happening around her. We always left those sessions feeling hopeful, convinced that the medicine was working. And for a considerable period, when her tumour shrunk to less than half its size, it was.

* * *

Every few months came small changes, so imperceptible in the landscape that you didn’t see them accumulating. The bathroom was altered to include a handrail, because Mira was no longer so steady on her feet. She stopped driving. An electric chair was put over the staircase, because the five stairs had become hazardous. She stopped cooking. Jeannette searched online for an apparatus that might lower my mother into her bathtub, because for forty years I’d never seen her take a shower; the sound of running faucets was a perennial in the mornings of my childhood. Appearances were kept up, and my children and I accompanied my mother to a wig store that largely catered to married Jewish women who needed to cover their hair. There she picked out a chestnut-coloured hairpiece, but the shade was too dark for her and it sat too stiffly on her head. Eventually it would be discarded with all the other rituals of daily life we’d always thought were permanent.

She was in the last six months of her life when Fred suggested I interview her. As a journalist, asking questions was what I did. It wasn’t to learn her life story; I thought I already knew that, although I would be proved wrong. I wanted to distract her from the aches, the nausea, the tiredness. I wanted to distract myself from it too.

And there was this other thing: I wanted to be reminded of the mother I’d known all my life, who was cheery and vital and formidable. I wanted to have one of those moments again that happened so often in my past, when we both found something so funny that we’d actually double over laughing, bending at the waist with our hands resting on our thighs, and the only noises that came out of our throats were wheezy, gaspy exhales, because that’s how we each laughed hard. I wanted to hear my mother say something impossibly hilarious, the way she seemed to do all through my twenties. At the time, I’d write it down and use it as material. When I published my first article while still in university, she was worried that I’d give up studying law, and said to me: ‘A bird in hand is worth more than a cow on the roof!’ I wanted to be furious, but all I could do was giggle, and then repeat it to everyone umpteen times until it became part of my family’s vernacular. I wanted to remind myself that this sick, tired, old lady was still my effervescent mother: good-humoured and intelligent and intrepid, the one who could speak seven languages fluently and had lived in several countries before making Australia home.

I had not ever interviewed a family member this way. When I conversed with subjects for magazines and newspapers, I held a list of questions in my head, hoping to squeeze them all in during my allotted time. The more famous the person I was interviewing, the less time I had; I was once given five minutes with a movie star for a cover story. With my mother, there was a time limit too: I didn’t know how the days would progress or when her energy might flag. And I wasn’t accustomed to interviewing my mother, especially not this version of her.

But after three decades of doing this job, I knew that asking questions wasn’t the important part. Listening was. I had learned to hear the pauses taken between words, to notice where sentences cracked in the middle. I could pick up the excitement in someone’s voice because I’d hit upon a topic they liked talking about, and I would note the faint sibilant sounds when childhood speech therapy hadn’t entirely worked. I had learned to listen closely.

I started casually, perhaps lazily, stretching as far back as I could think of. ‘What was it like, growing up in your home, before the war?’ And so we began.





Two

A photograph of Mira’s parents was on permanent display in my childhood home. Her mother – small-framed, buxom and straight-backed – gazing at the camera with seriousness and perhaps a touch of hidden defiance. Her look conjures up the image of a Gibson Girl portrait with her rounded face, pointed chin, poised expression and loosely piled-up hair. Mira’s father, handsome and fairer, the tiniest trace of a smile at the edges of his mouth. He has the appearance of a moustachioed matinee idol, with perfectly even features and hair slicked to the side. They are each undeniably attractive.

Eugenia Sheindl Goldmann, known to everyone as Genya, was born in the mountainous village of Krościenko, now part of Poland, in 1892 while Abraham Yoel Blumenstock – ‘Dolfie’ – was born in 1885 in the picturesque former mining town of Banská Štiavnica, now in Slovakia. Genya’s parents moved to the tiny, scenic village of Spišská Stará Ves, which looked out to the Pieniny mountain range and was close to the Dunajec River. It was so small that my mother would later joke that it wasn’t included on maps of the area; it was as pint-sized as a postage stamp in a bag filled with letters. Its population numbered slightly over 1200 when Genya was coming of age, and it must have been idyllic for her family, with a quarter of its residents being Jewish. The town was primarily made up of one very long main street, but it was densely packed with buildings: stores in the front, and brick homes in the rear.

It was easy to picture the bustling kehilla, or congregation, that had begun forming there in the early eighteenth century. Spišská Stará Ves included many of the institutions considered vital for a Jewish community to flourish: a small synagogue, set a little back on the town’s main road, that was simple but elegant. A Jewish cemetery, where the newer gravestones were very plain, with limited ornamentation and some Hebrew writing. There was also a Chevra Kadisha, or Jewish burial society, and a mikvah, the Jewish bathhouse which both men and women are required to attend separately for ritual cleansing on specified occasions.

The mikvahs of Eastern Europe were typically subterranean, stone-walled structures, with a bathing cavity at their centre. The one in my mother’s town was adjacent to the synagogue, tucked away and out of sight in the building where the rabbi and other Jewish functionaries – the chazzan, or cantor, who led the prayers in song, and the gabbai, who assisted with services – all lived on separate floors. It would have seemed unchanged since medieval times: modest in appearance, and filled with water that at least partially came from a ‘living’ source, such as natural springs. Rivers that dried up in summer could not be used, because they might be filled with rainwater, which is considered stagnant, and are not inherently Divine for the ritual that takes place. The literal translation of the word ‘mikvah’ is ‘collection’, because in the Old Testament, God collected all the waters of the earth together, parting them from land.

Mikvahs are holy places: it is impossible to step into one without feeling the pull of Judaism’s ancient history and the reverence of what is involved. They were not traditionally places of luxury, but nevertheless a luxury of spirituality is invoked. Those who enter must be completely clean before immersing themselves in the warm waters, removing jewellery and, in the modern day, even nail polish, so that there’s no barrier between the person and the living waters – because the purpose of the mikvah isn’t to physically cleanse the body; it is to purify the soul.

Jewish law dictates that a mikvah is more important than even a synagogue, and if there is a choice, the hallowed Torah scrolls must be sold to raise funds for building one. It is the touchstone of married life: after a woman’s menstrual period, she cannot touch her husband for seven days, nor he her. At the end of that week, after visiting the mikvah, they can resume marital relations. The mikvah’s very existence in Spišská Stará Ves said much about the Yiddishkeit among the Jewish population, the sense of Jewishness ingrained in their souls.

The town also had its own shochet – the kosher slaughterer prescribed by Jewish law, since meat can only be eaten when the animal has been killed in a swift, painless way – and two kosher butcheries. It
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