
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For Mopi, who wrote it before I did

            For Marion, who is writing it with me

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            To react commensurately to the incommensurable was impossible. Those who demanded this of the victims might just as well demand
               of a fish floundering on a bank that it promptly grow legs and walk back to its watery kingdom.
            

            —Günther Anders, We Sons of Eichmann
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            Preface

         
         Twenty-five years ago, I began writing a book to oppose the silence that has stifled me since birth. Of this book, which comprises
            six parts, the following have been published: part one, A Laconic Childhood; the second chapter of part two, A Voiceless Youth; part three, A Taciturn Adolescence, published as two separate volumes, The Second Exile and First Times; part four, A Mute Maturity, also published as two separate volumes, First Love and First Defeat; and three appendixes (1978; 2003, published as Days I Have Not Forgotten; and 2086, published as My Last Words). The pages you now hold in your hands are the source of this literary project.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         In Buenos Aires, the afternoon of September 13, 1940, was rainy and the war in Europe so remote that one might still have thought it was peacetime. Avenida de Mayo, the broad thoroughfare lined with art deco buildings that connected the presidential palace to the National Congress, was all but deserted; only a few men, scurrying from their city center offices with newspapers held over their heads to ward off the rain, rushed to catch a bus or taxi that would take them home. Among these furtive passersby, Vicente Rosenberg, a thirty-eight-year-old man protected by his hat, was walking calmly but absentmindedly toward Café Tortoni, a fashionable coffeehouse where, in those days, one was as likely to encounter Jorge Luis Borges and the glories of tango as European refugees such as José Ortega y Gasset, Roger Caillois, or Arthur Rubinstein. Vicente was a young Jew. Or a young Pole. Or a young Argentinian. In fact, on September 13, 1940, Vicente Rosenberg did not yet know quite what he was. As he stepped into the café, he quickly noticed, seated at one of the little tables along the wall opposite the counter, the hulking figure of Ariel Edelsohn, his best friend. He was reading a newspaper as he waited for Vicente, his elbows propped next to his coffee on the marble tabletop, near the billiard tables in the gaming salon. Next to him, gazing toward the back of the café so that he could watch the games, nervous as always, sat Sammy Grunfeld, a young man who often accompanied them. After shaking hands with both men, Vicente had flapped his overcoat to rid it of the last raindrops attempting to seep into the thick wool, then sat down with his friends, tilting his head slightly so that he could read the front-page headlines: in Europe, the Battle of Britain was raging, while the Nazis had begun to segregate Jews and confine them to ghettos. Ariel, whose friends in Argentina called him “The Bear,” folded the newspaper and heaved a sigh. 

         
         “Jews are a pain in the ass. They’ve always been a pain in the ass. It was when I realized that my mother was turning out
            to be as Jewish as her mother that I decided to leave.”
         

         
         “Your mother isn’t nearly as infuriating as mine,” said Sammy, one eye still on the billiard match.

         
         A little embarrassed, Ariel glanced at Vicente, but since the latter seemed to be thinking about something else, he carried on talking to Sammy, whose back was half-turned to them. 

         
         “The worst of it is that, when she was twenty, her great dream was to get out of the shtetl and go live in the big city. She
            found my grandmother infuriating for the same reasons that I find her annoying now . . .”
         

         
         “Annoying or not, you still brought her all the way across the Atlantic so she could be by your side.”

         
         “Yes . . . we miss even the most infuriating things.”

         
         Amused by Ariel’s solemn tone, Sammy let out a laugh as brief and booming as the snapping of fingers. For his part, Vicente,
            who seemed a little sullen, remained silent. For some months now he had had no desire to talk about what was happening in
            Europe.
         

         
         “What’s the matter with you, Wincenty? Has the good weather put you in a bad mood?”

         
         Vicente turned to Ariel, a half smile playing on his lips: of all the people he knew in Buenos Aires, Ariel, whom he had met
            in Warsaw when they were both eighteen and both had just enlisted in the army, was the only one who still called him Wincenty.
         

         
         “My mother is the same, the reason we moved away from Chełm when I was little is because she couldn’t stand her parents.”

         
         Vicente said the words halfheartedly, and Sammy, whom Vicente and Ariel had met aboard ship in 1920 during the sailing from Bordeaux to Buenos Aires and who, in this still enigmatic city, had clung to them like a lifeline, attempted to bring this casual conversation to a close. 

         
         “It’s what we’ve done since the dawn of time, isn’t it? We love our parents, then we find them annoying, then we leave . . .
            Maybe that’s what it means to be Jewish . . .”
         

         
         “Yes . . . or to be human.”

         
         After a silence much longer than required by these judgmental words tossed on the table like dead birds, Ariel turned back
            to Vicente.
         

         
         “Have you had any news?”

         
         “No, the last letter was at least three months ago. I don’t even know whether she received the ten dollars I sent to her in
            June.”
         

         
         “I talked to Jacob, he’s had a telegram from his cousin who managed to get to the United States: apparently, it’s impossible
            to buy stamps in Warsaw these days.”
         

         
         In order not to worry his friends, Vicente forced a little smile then got to his feet and headed to the bathroom. Not that he particularly felt the need to urinate, but for some time now, he had found it difficult taking part in these endless discussions, which, while they began with their past or their families, invariably led his friends onto the slippery political slope of how the situation was unfolding in Europe. 

         
         While Sammy and Ariel continued to talk about the war, Vicente, in the vast toilet of Café Tortoni, slowly washed his hands
            before looking up and glancing at his reflection in the mirror. His features were delicate, almost sylphlike. His lips, his
            eyebrows, his retroussé nose, his thin mustache (which, regardless of reversals of fortune, he had trimmed twice a week by
            the finest barber in Buenos Aires) looked as though they had been painted by a Chinese calligrapher with a brush so fine that
            they were all but evanescent. Indeed, when people thought of his face, it was not the height of his forehead or the prominence
            of his cheekbones, the green of his eyes, and the russet of his hair that sprang to mind: it was merely a diffuse sensation,
            like a fine mist, in which caustic humor alternated with tender melancholy.
         

         
         Having dried his hands, Vicente left the bathroom’s chill world of marble and white tiles and returned to the muted ocher
            world of the café’s great room. He sat down next to his friends and gazed at them with affect—and a little twinge of jealousy:
            unlike Vicente, whose mother and brother were still back in Poland, Sammy had fled the Old World with his whole family, and,
            three years earlier, in 1937, Ariel had managed to persuade his parents and his sister to join him in Buenos Aires.
         

         
         “. . . in spite of their famous Maginot Line, the French have set a new world record for fastest defeat.”

         
         “Well, the fastest besides us, of course!”

         
         “You’re different: everyone knows that the Poles never really wanted to fight.”

         
         “It’s true that Russians like you are always spoiling for a fight, you love fighting . . . especially among yourselves.”

         
         Sammy sighed irritably. But Ariel laid a hand on his shoulder like an elder brother and the squabble ended there.

         
         “In any event, our government in exile would have done well to find somewhere better to set themselves up than London. They
            say bombs are raining down on the city . . . What do you think, Wincenty?”
         

         
         Since Vicente was slow to reply, Sammy spoke for him:

         
         “London . . . Paris . . . Warsaw . . . We’re lucky enough to be here.”

         
         To mask his torment, Vicente glanced outside, pretending to check whether it was still raining. Ariel, meanwhile, shot Sammy a look to remind him that Vicente’s mother was still in Poland, and Sammy bit his lip to indicate that he had realized his blunder. Around the little table, there was an awkward silence. Then, quickly, to appease his longtime friend, Ariel attempted to change the subject by asking for news of the furniture shop that Vicente had just opened; and, to reassure Ariel, Vicente tried to answer his question; meanwhile, Sammy, in an attempt to ease the tense atmosphere, made a joke about Argentinians’ taste for rustic furniture. But despite all their efforts, a glacial wave of silence broke over them, streaming between the looks, between the half smiles, long before they finally stopped speaking. 

         
         The three friends had finished their coffees, drunk a gin, and then another, before taking their coats from the hooks and
            slipping them on and leaving Café Tortoni. They had lingered on the sidewalk for a little while, exchanging innocuous small
            talk under the awning. Vicente lit up a Commander while Sammy stamped his feet impatiently and Ariel stretched his huge bearlike
            frame with a groan of satisfaction: these were dark days, but the week was over and he was in decidedly good humor.
         

         
         “So . . . are you coming with us? After all, it’s Friday the thirteenth.”

         
         In an attempt to draw his childhood friend into the excitement of the approaching weekend, Ariel had suggested that Vicente
            come with them to the Palermo racetrack. But Vicente had declined the invitation. Although he liked to bet on the horses,
            he was tired and wanted to go home. Ariel had not insisted: of the three friends, only Vicente had children, so sometimes
            it seemed only right to let him go home without a fuss.
         

         
         Ariel had hugged Vicente, and Sammy had shaken his hand, and they had waited while he finished smoking his cigarette under the awning. Tossing the butt into the distance, Vicente looked up at the sky. Since the rain looked as though it might be stopping, he set off on foot to the apartment on Calle Paraná where he, Rosita, and the children had moved some months earlier. It was a small three-room apartment on the fourth floor of an old building, about a hundred yards from the furniture store that he had just opened. It was barely half past eight, but as Vicente walked through the lobby of the building, he felt a kind of serene joy at the thought that he was heading home, as though he felt, with a renewed intensity, that the modest little apartment that they had moved into only recently so they would be closer to the store was now, and always would be, his true home. “Do you have a home of your own yet? Do you eat dinner at home? And how do you manage with the housekeeping? Tell me everything, my darling. It kills me when I don’t have news from you . . .” These words, from an old letter his mother sent back when she still wrote to him care of a Buenos Aires poste restante suddenly came to his mind as he climbed the stairs. “Yes, at last, I can finally say that I have a home,” he replied mentally, thinking of her numerous reproaches over the years that he did not write to her often enough. “I am begging you, darling Wincenty, write to me, write to me, write back at once.” “I still have no news from you. It saddens me terribly.” “I implore you, write a few words to me . . . Is it so difficult to write a few words to your mother?” “All I am asking is a few words. I so long to see you again. For as long as I live, that is my only dream.” “I beg you, Wincenty, send me a few lines. You cannot imagine the despair of a mother who has no news from her child!” “How is it possible that a child can completely forget his mother?” When he had left Warsaw, his mother had made him swear that he would write once a week. But, while she had carried on sending him several letters a month until 1938, Vicente had kept his promise only in the first year after he arrived in Buenos Aires. 1929, 1930, 1931. The years passed, and each time Vicente received a letter, he cursed his mother’s reproaches. 1932, 1933, 1934. Later, he began to find these same reproaches amusing, and he sometimes made fun of them with Ariel. 1935, 1936, 1937. Later still, he greeted them with indifference. 1938, 1939, 1940. To think that now, for the past three years, it was he who worried because he had no news from his mother . . . 

         
         As soon as he stepped across the threshold of the apartment, as though determined to confirm the feeling of serenity their
            father had felt walking through the lobby, Vicente’s daughters, Martha and Ercilia, aged four and six, came running and jumped
            into his arms.
         

         
         “Good evening, Captain!”

         
         “Mamá, Mamá! The captain is home!”

         
         Rosita, settled in a new rocking chair made by her father, was reading a story to their son, Juan José, who was still a baby.
            Having looked up and smiled at her husband, she calmly returned to her page in the book by Horacio Quiroga. So it was Vicente
            who walked over to the back of the chair, put his arms around her, and kissed her neck. Rosita laid her hand on his and hugged
            him hard against her shoulder, even as she hugged her son to her heart.
         

         
         “‘Work . . . We must work in the knowledge that the goal of our efforts—the happiness of all—is infinitely greater than the
            exhaustion felt by each. This is what men call ideal, and they are right. There is no other philosophy in the life of a man, or of a bee.’”
         

         
         Rosita had finished Quiroga’s little children’s story and got to her feet. She set her son down on the rug, told her elder daughter to finish her page of writing and her younger daughter to play with her little brother, and went into the kitchen to prepare dinner. Unlike her husband’s, Rosita’s features were slightly coarse, slightly slack—but so kindhearted. Her eyes and her smile overflowed with a humid, earthy, bucolic gentleness of fertile land. A plump woman, she had a beauty, now so denigrated, that had been much admired from the Renaissance until the nineteenth century: a beauty possessed only by stout women with sloping shoulders, small breasts, and milk-white skin. As Vicente had said to Ariel, carried away by a burst of lyricism the day after he first saw her, “Her expression was so tender that her freckles looked just like tears of joys drifting over her cheeks.” Although Rosita and Vicente were very different, in one thing they were terribly alike: both had the hesitant, pale, mute fragility that revealed they had been much loved as children. This resemblance meant that, as a couple, they were both loving and fraternal. In fact, from the moment Rosita’s elder brother, Léon, whom Vicente had met at a seedy milonga in a seedy area of Pompeya, invited him to Confitería Ideal, a fashionable tearoom, to meet his sister, Vicente had quickly felt a love so simple and so strong—that is to say, so pure—that he never for a moment doubted that, with her by his side—some months later her father had given him her hand—everything would be effortless and joyful. 

         
         And yet at first, Rosita’s father, Pini Szapire, had not looked favorably on this Polish suitor only recently arrived in Buenos Aires. “He is too well-dressed to be honest,” was what he told his wife on the evening of that sweltering Sunday when Vicente paid his first visit to the family home next to the furniture factory that Pini Szapire had founded thirty years earlier, shortly after arriving in Argentina. But the determination of Rosita, his favorite daughter, to marry prevailed over his reservations. Vicente, moreover, barely noticed the faint disdain with which his future father-in-law initially treated him. A very young officer in the Polish army, he had never completed the law studies he had begun at the University of Warsaw, but, despite his poverty, by the time he arrived in Buenos Aires, he already had a sense of superiority that allowed him to play the dandy with the greatest of ease. Vicente’s grandparents had left the shtetl for the city of Chełm, and his parents, in turn, had left Chełm (where his father had made his fortune as a merchant of precious woods) for Warsaw when the boy was twelve. Being born into a wealthy family and growing up in the capital had allowed him to shrug off that inferiority complex he scorned that was common to the children of the Chosen People, and it had given him the courage, at eighteen, shortly after the death of his father, to enlist in the army, where he met Ariel and where he quickly rose in the ranks from a humble private to a young officer. 

         
         At the end of the First World War, Poland was scarcely a country. It had five different currencies, nine judicial systems, while multiple border disputes had all degenerated into minor wars: the Polish-Ukrainian War, the Polish-Lithuanian War, and the Polish-Czechoslovak War. As Churchill had predicted, once the war of the giants was over, the war of the pygmies began. Initially, Marshal Piłsudski, of whom Vicente was a fervent admirer, assumed that Poland would fare better with the Bolsheviks than with a restored Russian Empire and, in 1919, ignoring the pressure of the Entente Cordiale to join the offensive against the Soviet Union, he probably saved Lenin’s government. But he quickly changed sides and forged an alliance with Ukraine to fight against the Soviets. So it was that in 1920, Piłsudski, who as a general during the First World War had led the Polish legions to their annihilation, was considered by France and Britain to be an unreliable ally who would lead his country to destruction, and seen by Russia as a slave to allied forces bringing imperialism and ruin. Though all agreed that the crowning achievement of his catastrophic career would be the utter collapse of Poland, he won a decisive victory that halted the advance of the Soviet forces through his unconventional strategy during
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