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Chapter One
 

She fled New London in late September, followed by the FBI. They must not get her nephew, her only sister’s only son. Lord of the Universe, she prayed. Give me the strength to lead them away from him.

Mitch glanced at his aunt, hunched down in the passenger seat. Barely five feet tall, she had never weighed more than ninety pounds as a younger woman. Now, at age 84, with the curve in her spine more pronounced, her bird like frame seemed more shrunken. The seat belt cut across her frail body at neck level.

The entrance to I-95 was just ahead. Then, an eight-hour drive to DC. Probably longer with Aunt Helen. He wished his sister were with him, helping to take their aunt to the nursing home. Judy was nine years older than him and had always been better with Aunt Helen. She was a special ed teacher in Charlotte, North Carolina and hadn’t been able to get away. The social worker in New London had insisted that their aunt must be moved immediately.

He was doing almost 45 mph on the access ramp when she released the seat belt and opened the door. “Aunt Helen,” he screamed, grabbing her thin, bony wrist. He swerved the Ford Taurus wagon on to the right shoulder. The driver of the car behind him shot past and gave him the finger.

“Aunt Helen,” he shouted. “What’s the matter with you? You could’ve killed yourself?” She stared back at him unrepentantly. He walked around the wagon to her side, slid the seat belt over her thin shoulders and snapped it in place. He got back in and hit the child lock button.

“I know you don’t want to leave. We’re going to Washington where we live. Eleanor and I and the kids. To a nice place where they can take care of you. It’s a Jewish place. You’ll like it.” He could see he wasn’t getting through to her. Her eyes were fierce looking, like a hawk with a broken wing, trapped and defiant, but also strangely unfocused. He hadn’t noticed this distant gaze the last time they had visited her in April. Maybe she had cataracts.

He eased the car back on the ramp. “Is your vision ok, Aunt Helen?”

“Didn’t you see the bread truck?” she said sharply. Why was he asking about her eyesight? They were in danger. He was in danger. Her only nephew.

“What bread truck? Where?”

“When we left my apartment,” she explained. “It was in front of the manager’s office. The man who said goodbye to me.” She had to be patient with him. He would understand after a while. He had always been a bright child. Both of Lillian’s children were intelligent, of course. Why hadn’t Lillian visited? Now that she thought about it, Lillian hadn’t been to see her for years. Where was she?

“They watch me all the time.”

“Who is watching you, Aunt Helen? The truck was delivering bread to your building’s cafeteria.” The social worker had told him most tenants at the New London Public Housing project ate at least one daily meal in the first floor dining room. It was cheap and communal. His aunt, for the past few months, had stayed in her apartment. When she ventured out, she got into shouting matches. These incidents had escalated into physical attacks. Once, she had spat on someone. Recently, she had grabbed another tenant’s walker, causing him to fall down.

“The FBI. They know the manager. He spies for them. They’ re following us in the bread truck.”

“Aunt Helen. Why would the FBI watch you?” he said with exasperation. This is Alice in Wonderland, he thought. She tries to jump out of a moving car and he’s listening to her explain why it is a normal thing to do. Better to humor her. “You’re my favorite aunt. I wouldn’t let them harm you. Look, there’s no bread truck. We must have left them behind.” He merged onto the highway.

“I know why they want me,” she said obstinately. “They’re waiting up ahead.”

‘Ok, maybe you’re right”, he conceded. “You look out for the FBI and I’ll drive. Sing out when you see them and I can either outrace them or we’ll shoot it out. They won’t dare follow us all the way to Washington. ”

A shoot out, she thought. Where did he keep the gun? Maybe he would give it to her and she could use it while he drove. She had never fired a pistol before. She was confident she would know how when the time came.

The FBI had been after her for years. Over her naturalization papers. Her birthday was wrong and she had sworn the statement was true. And her income taxes. Lillian’s husband, Henry, did her taxes. For her hat shop in New London. He hadn’t done them in a while. Maybe the FBI had caught him. No, she thought. She would have heard from Lillian. It was all so confusing.

The sun felt good through the windshield. She leaned against the window, letting it warm her. The monotonous sounds of the highway flowed around her. It had been a long time since she had ridden in a car. She felt herself entering a calmer, more stable world. She would meet Lillian and Mother when she slept. She always did.

Mitch relaxed a little after his aunt had fallen asleep. Much as he would have liked to, he didn’t turn on the radio. He smiled to himself, listening to her sporadic snoring. He made good time in the light traffic on the Connecticut Turnpike, swung across on the Merritt and on to I 84 outside of Danbury. The fall foliage was beautiful. He guessed it was about three weeks ahead of Washington. It would be faster to avoid New York City and cut across the Tappan Zee Bridge and down the Palisades Parkway, although he knew there were speed traps on the Parkway. Particularly in New York State.

He had taken personal leave Friday from his job at the Bureau of Labor Statistics. It had been a miserable, long drive up in a pouring rain that had drenched the east coast from Baltimore to Boston. He stayed in a Best Western just outside New London, for $89, which included a lousy, cold breakfast, in a cramped room off the lobby, filled with a few families, their noisy preschoolers, and the TV volume on the morning news turned up too loud. He felt dull and tired early Saturday morning, when he met Delores, the social worker for the project’s residents, before going up to Aunt Helen’s apartment. Delores had already told his aunt that he was coming to move her to Washington.

Aunt Helen opened the door, looking bewildered and at the same time angry at being disturbed. Her face brightened when she saw him.

“Mitchell. What a pleasant surprise. If I had only known you were coming, I would have gone shopping.” She smiled up at him.

She reached up and hugged him hard. She was dressed in a loose, wrinkled, black skirt, higher on one hip than the other, with Kleenex protruding from the waist band, a white knit sweater with a quarter sized, reddish food stain on the front below her neck and flat heeled shoes too big for her feet. He kissed the top of her head and smelled her white hair, soft and salty, the faint acrid odor of her skin and a slight whiff of pine soap on her cheeks. He released her and took her hands in his. Her long boney fingers were cold. There was a desperate strength to her grasp.

“Come in, darling, come in,” she said, ignoring Delores standing to one side of the door who whispered to Mitch “I reminded her yesterday you were coming.”

He followed his aunt into the one bedroom apartment. It was a jumble of confusion, mute testimony to his aunt’s mental deterioration. Dirty pots, which looked like they had not been cooked in for weeks, sat on top of the gas burners. Unwashed dishes and utensils lay strewn on counters everywhere. Open boxes of cereal, rice, pasta, cans of cheap, cocktail fruit with grey mold around the rims, a few brown rotting apples, crumbled pieces of bread and broken crackers. A clean glass bowl with two fresh oranges, stood incongruously in the middle of a small breakfast table, surrounded by oval, food stained, plastic brown place mats.

The musty smelling living room was a cluttered collage of things a normal person would not collect or would have thrown out on a weekly, if not daily, basis. The worn wooden floor was littered with old newspapers and magazines, some in stacks, others randomly thrown about. The one easy chair, his aunt’s repository for unopened mail, was filled up to the armrests. Mustard, ketchup, sugar, salt and pepper packets from McDonalds, Burger King and Popeye’s, cascaded in small mountains around the base of an old brass lamp on the cheap wood side table. The shelves of the two black bookcases were home to sheets, pillowcases, napkins and clothing, with a few heavy books stacked on top, as if she were expecting a tornado to tear through the room.

Her bedroom had only two pieces of furniture, a low cot, covered by a garish, faded floral green bed spread, and a four drawer plain pinewood dresser, with a cinder block in place of the missing front left leg. Dozens of used envelopes were scattered across the top of her dresser, some filled with rubber bands, red in one, brown in another, some with paper clips, again organized by color; others with string, or cancelled stamps carefully ripped off the letters they had paid for, or tissues, clean and neatly flattened to fit the envelope. He stared at the envelopes, astounded by the order of their contents, amidst the disorder of the apartment. A familiar black tin of Barton’s Almond Kisses, with the distinctive green and pink trim and the line drawings of French sidewalk scenes, caught his eye. He opened it, knowing he would not find the candies that had gummed up his teeth as a child. It was filled with plastic cocktail forks, toothpicks and wooden spears usually stuck in pigs in a blanket.

The bathtub, with its dirty rim and peeling caulk, was a storage place for old checks, bank statements and hundreds of pennies. To hide from “them” Aunt Helen had said, following them into the bathroom and motioning with her head toward Delores.

Unlike the tub, the sink looked like it was used regularly, as did the frayed, thin, faded yellow face towel dangling from a rusty hook screwed into the wallboard.

He and Delores worked until mid Saturday afternoon sorting through the chaos of her apartment. They packed her shoes and clothing in an old cheap suitcase with rusting hinges. The few other possessions she had wanted to take with her all fit in a large cardboard carton Delores had obtained from the maintenance man. A leather bound photo album covered with dust, a grim, lonely painting of a solitary wolf looking down on an isolated, snow covered farm house at night, a few books, an old ledger she had insisted on keeping, a shoebox full of costume jewelry, a knitted oval throw rug, and two tarnished silver candle sticks. Aunt Helen had burrowed into a cabinet in the kitchen and produced a jar of silver polish and a rag, which she put into a paper bag. “To clean Mother’s candle sticks,” she said, when Mitch looked at her questioningly. Outside of that single foray, Aunt Helen sat quietly perched on the kitchen stool he had cleared of unopened sample boxes of cleaners and detergents, a few sponges and rectangular pieces of cardboard, all the same size, and neatly tied together with a frayed piece of string.

Delores confirmed what she had told him during their telephone conversation three weeks ago, although it was obvious to Mitch now. It was dangerous for his aunt’s own health to continue to live alone. She was a risk to others as well. The Project Manager and the neighbors were afraid that Ms. Plonsker would leave the gas on and blow up the building.

After that call, he talked it over with his sister. Judy and he agreed their aunt should be in a Jewish environment. It made no sense to place Aunt Helen in a nursing home in New London since neither of them would be able to visit frequently. Judy had checked and there were no vacancies in any of the Jewish nursing homes in the Charlotte area. Mitch had called the Bethesda Hebrew Home for the Elderly, a place he drove by often on weekends. They had an opening. The Home was fifteen minutes away from where they lived. He discussed it with his wife and they had concluded it was the only practical solution. Eleanor thought it would also be good for their children, Amy, who was almost thirteen, and Joshua, who had just turned ten. They would get to know their great Aunt Helen better. However, he and Ell had assumed a level of mental competence that obviously wasn’t there.

Mitch looked across at Aunt Helen, slumped down in her navy blue winter coat, dandruff dotting the collar. Underneath her full head of white hair, the prominent veins of her forehead, pulsed like rivulets through the landscape of her translucent skin. Her upper lip overlapped the lower one, pushed out by her dentures, giving her a fragile but slightly mischevieous elfin appearance.

He remembered when he was a young boy growing up in The Bronx, and Aunt Helen visited his parents. She rode the train down from New London, early Sunday mornings, took the subway from Penn Station to Kingsbridge Road and walked from the Grand Concourse to their apartment. But first, she stopped at Sutter’s Bakery to buy a cake and cookies, making sure the assortment included his favorite, the buttery round ones with a dark chocolate dab in the middle. Next, she went to the Hebrew National delicatessen for cold cuts, pickles and fresh rye bread. She would arrive at his parents’ third floor apartment, laden down with the food, her business records for his father to look at, a hat box with something new for his mother to try on, and of course pennies for him to scrutinize for old dates or interesting mint markings.

That had been more than 45 years ago. Aunt Helen’s hat shop had long since gone, a victim of the downtown blight which had shuttered the stores on New London’s Main Street. But first, his mother had died. He remembered Aunt Helen at his mom’s bedside in their apartment. The radiation and chemo could no longer contain the cancer inside her. Aunt Helen had desperately kept her sister awake, as if by the sheer force of her presence she could stave off the Angel of Death. When mom lapsed into her final coma, Aunt Helen screamed for God to take her instead. But God had not bent to Aunt Helen’s iron will. Pop died several years later, after first remarrying, a weakness that Aunt Helen, having lived alone all of her life, could neither understand nor forgive.

Over the years, since his father’s death, he and Eleanor visited his aunt briefly during the summers when they took their vacations with the kids in eastern Canada or New England. They stopped either on the way up or back. She would regale Amy and Josh with stories of attending the launchings of nuclear submarines at the Electric Boat Company, or how Admiral Hyman Rickover had publicly reprimanded a sub commander for breaking mandatory radio silence to notify the officers’ wives when the sub would arrive at home port. The wives had been on the New London naval dock, wearing new hats bought at Helen’s shop, when Admiral Rickover had helicoptered in, unannounced. No matter how many times she told that story, she always ended it with, “They hated Admiral Rickover because he was Jewish.”

He was abruptly jarred out of his memories by the flashing red light in his rear view mirror. Damn, he wondered. How long had the New York State cop been behind him? He pulled off on to the shoulder and watched as the State Trooper reported his license plate. He fumbled in his billfold for his license and registration. The documents stuck to the plastic, frustrating his efforts to have them ready before the cop got to the car.

“Do you have any idea how fast you were going back there?” the officer asked, glancing first at Aunt Helen, who was still asleep, and then around the inside of the wagon, before looking at Mitch’s license.

“No sir. I don’t. I’m moving my aunt from New London down to Washington. I was thinking about how she visited me when I was a kid. I guess I forgot to check my speed.” He spoke rapidly, something he did when he was nervous.

She heard a deep male voice, disturbing her time with Mother and Lillian. It wasn’t the building manager. He had a whiney tone. She thought it sounded like one of them. Authoritative. Commanding. She forced herself out of her dream to confront the danger. It was the FBI. They were here. She opened her eyes, saw the shape of a man in uniform, wearing dark sunglasses, at her nephew’s window.

“Shoot him, Mitchell,” she screamed. “Get the gun and shoot him. It’s one of them.”

Frantically, he tried to shush Aunt Helen, but it was too late. The trooper was backing away from the Taurus, his pistol in his hand.

“Okay, Mister. Out of the car. Keep your hands above your head. Move it.”

[image: image]




  



Chapter Two
 

Amina’s divorce became final three years, one month and seven days after Earl Jackson walked out on her and their daughter, Mariam. He had left on October 6th after 9/11, but said the terrorists’ attack had nothing to do with it. He said he was tired of her practicing Islam, although she was not observant; tired of her calling her brothers, sisters, cousins, uncles and aunts, although she called when he was not around, which was often; and tired of her Somali music, although she always listened to it with headphones on. He had a long list of the things he said he was tired of. But she knew he was tired of her.

Earl had swept her off her feet a few months after she had settled with relatives in Arlington, Virginia. At the time, she had been strikingly beautiful, tall, lithe instead of boney thin, with classic Somali high cheekbones, aquiline nose, dazzling white teeth and smooth skin the color of coffee with just a drop or two of milk. Her eyes, while sparkling, contained a glimmer of bad experiences, horrors seen and confined deep within her.

She had come to the United States in 1993 as a refugee, seeking asylum from the tribal killings, rapes and famine that had ravaged southern Somalia following the overthrow of Siad Barre, the country’s dictator for life. Together with her parents, two younger sisters and her little brother, they had fled south from Mogadishu, first by car crammed full with food, clothing and some household possessions. Then on foot, with little food, less clothing and only a pot, a few bowls and utensils. Along with thousands of other innocent civilians who were from the wrong tribe, in the wrong place, at the wrong time, they had arrived in Kismayo, on the coast just north of the Bajeuni Islands and the Kenyan border. It was a backwater port with remnants of Arabic architecture from the time when it had been a way station used by the Sultan of Zanzibar, to transport slaves from the east coast of Africa to the Arabian peninsula. South of Kismayo, the Kenyan Army had sealed the border, closing the land route to safety. Somehow, her parents had avoided the squalid misery of the refugee camps ringing the port and managed to book passage for their four children on a Kenyan tramp steamer heading for Mombassa. The cost was $500 U.S. dollars per head. Her parents stayed behind, waiting for the border to open. Or for another ship. That was the last time she had seen them.

The Kenyan government at first refused the ship permission to land its cargo of displaced humanity. There had only been enough food on board for three days, more than sufficient for the usual one day’s voyage. By the eighth day anchored in sight of Mombassa, even with rationing, Amina and her siblings had been reduced to eating newspaper. Kenya finally yielded to a combination of international pressure, bad publicity and payoffs in the guise of foreign aid.

The family’s luck changed when they disembarked. Amina’s oldest brother, Bashir, an American citizen and a flight mechanic for Northwest Airlines in Minneapolis, had contacted a friend in Nairobi. This man, this stranger had taken them in, protected them from the random street sweeps by the predatory, corrupt Kenyan Police lusting for bribes, sex, or both, and shepherded them through the U.S. immigration process. They miraculously arrived in New York City, in early December, where Bashir met them. Amina was 17 years old at the time.

She, her sisters and brother, lived with Bashir and his wife and their three children, all crowded into their small house, enduring the long harsh Minnesota winter. It hadn’t been the numbing cold that bothered Amina as much as the lack of daylight. She missed the twelve hours of sunshine, the fragrance of the bougainvillea and the sound of the Indian Ocean. She attended a community college, trained as a nurses’ assistant and earned her diploma, a piece of paper that permitted her to work in hospitals and nursing homes for little more than minimum wage. Bashir had given in to her constant imploring for warmth, sun and flowers and agreed to let Amina live with his wife’s sister’s family in Arlington, a Virginia suburb of Washington, D.C. Amina had in turn agreed to go to night school and continue her education.

And then she met Earl in a jazz club in the District. She had gone one Friday evening with some of the girls from her licensed practical nurse class. Earl played the clarinet, was handsome and knew it. He was used to the company of beautiful women. He was slightly taller than her, with a dancer’s narrow hips and a long torso. He was attracted to Amina not only by her looks, her exotic aura and her soft voice with the lilting British accent, but also her inaccessibility. She was gorgeous, unattached, and a proper Muslim Somali young woman. Sex without marriage was not even a possibility. She had broken with her Somali culture and Islam merely by dating without supervision. Earl wooed her constantly, professed his love and stopped going out with all his other women. He flew Amina down to New Orleans, for a chaperoned visit, to meet his Aunt Lucille who had raised him. By the time he proposed, Amina had been won over.

Then it was her turn to introduce Earl to her family. She had started with Bashir, as the oldest brother in the U.S. Their visit to Minneapolis was a disaster. It unleashed a torrent of phone calls from siblings and distant members of her family in the Somali diaspora, who would never even meet Earl. It didn’t matter. Her uncle, one of her mother’s brothers, who lived in Toronto called and berated her for even thinking about marrying outside the faith. Her brother, Abdulaziz called from Sweden, where he was a chemical engineer in a paper factory. He told her marrying a non-Moslem African-American would be a terrible mistake. An aunt, on her father’s side living in Dar-es-Salaam, called at 3 am in the morning, claiming that Amina’s father had come to her in a dream and said he would disown his daughter for forsaking Islam. None of them could change her mind. She was in love.

Bashir and his wife visited her in Virginia and politely met with Earl a second time. Bashir even accompanied Amina to a club and heard Earl play. Afterwards, Bashir had talked frankly to Amina. Sadly, he admitted he was too Americanized now to forbid her to marry Earl. It had been his fault for letting her move from Minnesota to Virginia, too far away for him to have supervised her and prevent her from going astray. He could not and would not force her to come back to Minneapolis and lock her up until a marriage to a Somali could be arranged between families. He said she was no longer his little sister memorizing the Holy Koran without understanding it. She was now an adult with an obligation to use her mind and reason to learn the true meaning of the Koran. She should also use the intelligence that Allah had given her and let her mind rather than her heart guide her. He laid out all of the reasons why she should not marry Earl. Most significantly, something she already knew, a marriage by a Moslem woman to a non-Moslem man was not recognized by Islam. She would be abandoning her faith in the eyes of all Moslems. She would be alienating herself from many in her family when family was so important to Somalis. Earl drank and smoked and his life style as a jazz musician put her at risk of becoming a bad Moslem. Even if she continued to observe and practice Islam on her own, Earl would be a poor role model for their children and it would be difficult for her alone to raise them as good Moslems.

But Bashir had promised her, that if she went ahead and married Earl, contrary to the Koran and against his advice, he and his wife would not reject her. She was still his sister. He had asked her to promise him three things: she would, as soon as possible, apply for U.S. citizenship as the wife of an American citizen; she would practice her faith; and she would continue her education in nursing and become more than just a nurse’s assistant. He had kept his promise and always been a source of support, both financially and emotionally, during the nine years of her marriage. She had only become a U.S. citizen.

They had been married in a civil ceremony by a Justice of the Peace in Arlington. Of course, no Imam would marry them. A wedding in a Baptist Church was totally unacceptable to her. Earl was not a practicing Christian anyway. The first several months of their marriage had been a whirlwind of new experiences, living with a man, her man, lovemaking, traveling around the country, watching Earl play in clubs, being introduced as his wife to musicians who, she noticed, were accompanied by women who were not their wives. She began to feel that she was too different in many ways. Despite Earl’s pressuring her to dress “sharp” so he could show her off, she was uncomfortable and dressed much more modestly than the other women, although she no longer covered her head and shoulders with a scarf. In Memphis, at the barbecue place they said was the best place for wet ribs, she was the only one in their party who ordered lamb instead of pork. She was the only woman who didn’t drink. She did try smoking to fit in, coughed a lot and was the butt of many not so good natured jokes. When she became pregnant, Earl thought it would be better if she stayed home “for her health and that of their baby,” he had said.

She had been alone in their apartment, in Washington, D.C., when Bashir called to tell her their parents had been murdered, trying to make their way back from Kismayo to Galkayo in the northeast. They had been in a mini-van stopped by militia of a Habr Gidr warlord outside Baidoa. They and the other passengers were first robbed and then separated according to clan. As Mijertain, her parents didn’t stand a chance. They were gunned down by Habr Gidr teenagers, high on drugs, crazed with the power they got from their AK-47s, unrestrained by any moral authority of their tribal elders, and illiterate in the teachings of Islam. Her parents’ bodies, and those of the other dead passengers, were left to bloat in the tropical heat by the side of the road. Someone, a Habr Gidr himself, who had known their father and worked with him at the Ministry of Agriculture in Mogadishu, had buried their parents and sent word of their deaths to their clan elders in Galkayo. Amina, overcome with grief, sat in her apartment alone, wailing and clutching her swollen belly with the grandchild of her murdered parents kicking inside.

Seven months pregnant, Amina had flown to Minneapolis to be with her brother and his family, and her younger sisters and brother to honor their parents. The traditional three day mourning period was extended to seven to allow her brother, Abdulaziz, to come from Sweden, and aunts and uncles and cousins to travel from around the U.S. and Canada to pay their respects, cook and sit with the family. Even in this time of grief, many of her relatives shunned her. A few, some of whom had condemned her for marrying outside the faith, had commented on the disrespect of Earl’s absence, even though he was not Moslem. She heard the whispering among the women that no Somali husband would have acted in such a way. She ignored it. She had no reply. She had asked Earl to come but he said he had a “gig in Kansas City,” everyone would be speaking a foreign language and he hadn’t known her parents anyway.

When their baby was born, Earl didn’t hide his disappointment that it wasn’t a son. He was insensitive when they discussed what to name her. Amina insisted on naming their daughter after her mother. Earl favored any “normal” name. Mariam sounded too foreign, he said. Mariam is the same as Mary, mother of Jesus she explained. Earl’s response was “it sounded too Jewish.” “Jesus and his mother were both Jewish,” she snapped back in frustration and anger. That was when she realized the depth of Earl’s ignorance.

In the first few years of their daughter’s life, Earl had more out of town gigs, which lasted longer. When he came back, he was restless and short tempered. He gave her money grudgingly and complained about doctor’s bills, clothing, everything and anything about their daughter. Amina stopped asking for more money and turned to Bashir for support, until she could get a job.

In a way, it had been a relief when Earl walked out on her and Mariam, then nine years old. Amina had felt neither grief nor panic but a sense of freedom to return to the person she knew she was. She had taken stock of her position and given up their apartment in Washington, D.C. She had moved back to live in the townhouse with Bashir’s wife’s sister, Medina, her husband Jama and their family in Arlington. They provided a support network for Mariam, which was essential if Amina was going to go back to work. Now that she was back again in the Somali community, she covered her head, prayed at home and attended mosque on Fridays.

The first week in Virginia, Medina had put charcoal from the barbecue grill into the meersham dabtab and burned unsi, the Somali fragrance of spices, incense and herbs to perfume the apartment and the women’s hair and clothing. The smell triggered a rush of memories of her home in Mogadishu, helping her mother make her own special unsi, their kitchen looking like her chemistry lab at Benadir High School. The odor was both comforting and sorrowful. It made her accept the permanent loss of her mother and recognize that she herself had been dead to her culture during her years of marriage to Earl. She made sure, the next time Medina mixed unsi, they taught Mariam.

She was a CNA, a certified nurses assistant, and they were in demand. At first she had worked for an agency and was assigned, as a day shift nurses aid, to take care of Mrs. Landau, an elderly Jewish widow who lived in Silver Spring. When she started, Mrs. Landau was able to dress and feed herself but needed help washing and getting up from the toilet. Amina took her on long, slow walks when the weather was good and sat and talked with her, when it was not. She went shopping with her and also prepared her meals. Mrs. Landau’s mental condition deteriorated over the next several months to the point where her family moved her to the Bethesda Hebrew Home for the Elderly. Amina was hired by the family to stay with Mrs. Landau during the day, talk to her, take her out for walks around the Home’s grounds, feed her in the cafeteria, and give her an extra measure of care beyond what the nursing home staff could provide. When Mrs. Landau died, Amina saw no need to return to agency work for $10.50 an hour without benefits, when the agency charged clients $22 an hour for her services. Instead, she applied for and was hired as a full time nurses assistant at the Hebrew Home. That had been more than two years ago.

She liked the Hebrew Home and working with elderly people. It was second nature to her, ingrained as part of her culture, to respect and care for them. The attitude of Americans toward the aged was incomprehensible to her. Everything around her proclaimed that the United States was a rich country. The variety and availability of all kinds of foods had astounded her when she first arrived. Huge mounds of vegetables and fruit, regardless of the season, piled high in colorful pyramids in the supermarkets. Processed foods were displayed in bright enticing packages, clean and healthy looking. The pictures of food on the boxes were so real, she had thought even the cardboard would taste better. She still was overwhelmed by the choices and quantities when she accompanied Medina, twice a month, to the huge Costco in Pentagon City. Yet Americans, with all their disposable income and possessions, abandoned their grandparents, parents, or uncles and aunts in institutions, to be cared for by strangers. Sometimes, male attendants were responsible for bathing elderly female residents. She understood that medical professionals were different but, to her, the breach of modesty was unnecessary. Somali homes were traditionally multi-generational. There were always family members around, to provide loving companionship, as well as to do the work of washing and keeping aging parents clean. As poor as we Somalis are she thought, we are wealthy. We respect, provide for and support our elderly.

It was hard for Amina not to be able to give her full care and attention to all of the residents on her floor. She knew she had to follow her supervisor’s instructions, but she looked on each resident as her own mother, aunt, father or uncle. Some of them were basically bed ridden and she had to turn, bathe and dress them. Some needed help walking. Others had to be pushed in wheel chairs. She did what she was told but it hurt her not to be able to spend more time with each one, giving them the respect and companionship she believed they deserved.

She did have her favorites. One was Mrs. Choi, the only Korean in the Home. Prior to coming to the U.S. Amina had never met a Jew. The Jews she had known in Minneapolis and Washington, had all been Caucasian. She knew that the Home was exclusively for Jewish people, but, it never occurred to her that it would be unusual for a Korean to be Jewish. After all, she reasoned, in Islam, people of all races were Moslem. Her uncle, who had been on the Haj, had told her he had met Africans, Arabs, Turks, Mongols, Chinese, Indonesians, even a Norwegian. The vast multitudes on the pilgrimage to Mecca were of every race and nationality, speaking every language under the sun.

Mrs. Choi spoke no English. Her daughter, Grace, had converted to Judaism to marry Stanley Tannenbaum. After Mrs. Choi’s husband had died, Grace had moved her mother from Seoul to the Washington, D.C. area where she had lived with them until she developed advanced dementia and was in need of medical attention. Rumor had it Mr. Tannenbaum had donated a substantial amount of money to the Home. Amina had heard figures from $300,000 to $1 million, so that Mrs. Choi could be there, even though she had never converted. It confirmed her uneasiness about American values. If the Tannenbaums had that much money to donate, why not keep Mrs.Choi at home and hire 24 hour nursing care for her? Perhaps the answer was they did not want her around their lovely Potomac home overlooking the river. She knew they rarely visited her.

Mrs. Choi was one of Amina’s favorites because she was always cheerful, smiling at everyone who went by, even though she lived in virtual isolation, unable to communicate in English or Yiddish, the two main languages the residents spoke. Of course, no one at the Home spoke Korean. Amina would brush Mrs. Choi’s long grey, straight hair after dressing her, and sing to her softly in Somali. Mrs. Choi would sit in her wheel chair, nodding her head, smiling, and occasionally alternately talking and singing, in what Amina assumed was Korean.

Amina worked from 6:30 am to 4:30 pm. She preferred this to the night shift. She could be part of her family’s life in the evening, supervise Mariam and help her with her homework. Her work at the Home included bathing, dressing and washing the residents, feeding them breakfast and lunch, getting them mid morning and mid afternoon snacks, served in the tv room or third floor eating area, moving them to their activities, administering their medicines, vitamins, and dietary supplements at all times of day and handling special needs throughout the shift. There was an hour for lunch and two 15 minute breaks usually mid morning and afternoon. Her commute from Arlington was shorter than those CNAs who lived in Germantown or in Prince Georges County, two of the few areas where they could find affordable housing. Still, it required her to leave her house in Virginia by 5:30 am the latest, take a bus to the Metro, the Metro into D.C. and change to the Red Line for her stop at Grosvenor. Once above ground, she either walked if the weather was pleasant or took another bus to the nursing home, when the cold made her uncomfortable.

It was always most hectic at the beginning of her shift. Residents who were mobile needed assistance getting in and out of the shower. Those who were bedridden had to be washed and dressed in time to be wheeled to the eating area, where they were grouped four to a table for breakfast. Breakfast was brought up from the cafeteria on tall, wheeled food carts, the trays stacked fifteen to a side. Each tray had a little menu bearing the resident’s name with their choices checked off or the dietary restrictions imposed. Medicine, administered by the CNAs with breakfast, was dispensed by the RN, in small paper condiment cups.

Following breakfast, the four halls connecting the residents’ rooms to the common eating area, although wide, were a traffic jam of confusion. The most mobile had already returned to their rooms for a post breakfast toilet break. They were followed by a determined stream of slow moving residents, leaning forward in their wheel chairs with arms too weak to turn the wheels, pushing themselves along with their slippered feet, giving wide berth to those clomping ahead with their walkers, customized by chartreuse tennis balls on the front legs for greater stability, or rappelling themselves one hand over the other gripping the wall railings. All were subject to being blocked by the laundry or cleaning carts left too far out in the hall, or too close to the wall railings. They would stand, wailing in frustration or staring blankly at the obstruction, until one of the aides moved it.

After the migration back to the rooms, the process reversed itself. The CNAs helped some residents to the sun room to read or watch tv. Some residents walked around the halls for exercise and returned to their rooms to be alone and had to be checked on. Others, wanted to go downstairs to play bingo, or do crafts, or attend an exercise class. CNAs had to accompany them in the elevator unless the activity leader had enough volunteers to help. Some residents had appointments for x-rays or medical exams at the Home and the CNA’s had to bring the resident down or assist the technician in the resident’s room, providing a familiar face for comfort. Although there was no such thing as a normal routine day, usually, around 10 am, the residents were settled in one place or another and the CNAs could begin thinking about when to take their mid-morning break. There were two RNs for the entire floor, four CNAs for the twenty eight residents on Amina’s section of the third floor, plus the three Hispanic cleaning women.

Walking from her Metro stop to the Home on a chilly late September morning, Amina anxiously thought about her daughter. Mariam was doing well in public school although Amina was uneasy about the influence American girls had upon her. She had enrolled Mariam in Koranic School with classes held on Saturday mornings. Mariam had made good progress learning to read Arabic and memorizing the Koran. Now, almost thirteen, Mariam had expressed a strong desire to wear the hidjab. For the past few weeks, she had questioned her mother about whether it was required by the Koran and why her mother didn’t wear one but Auntie Medina did when she went out. Amina wore a colored scarf on her head when she left the house. At the Home she did not cover her head. Like all the other CNAs she wore a starched pair of white pants, which ended above her ankles, and a short sleeved blue blouse which exposed her bare arms. She did not tell either Medina or Mariam how she dressed at work. She had coupled this lie by omission, with the truth that Somali women only covered their hair as a sign of modesty, which was all that the Koran required. She had explained to Mariam that most Somali women in Mogadishu had covered their hair loosely with brightly colored, diaphanous scarves. The Somali Imams in Mogadishu had never interpreted the Koran to require a hidjab. Mariam did not seem convinced, having been exposed at the Mosque to Moslem women and girls from more conservative traditions who always wore the hidjab. Amina missed her mother who, in her gentle wise way, would have advised her granddaughter with her same name, of the way Islam had been practiced in Somalia.

Amina was terrified that her daughter would decide to wear the hidjab and attract attention to herself at her public school and on the street. She had nightmares of Mariam being chased down the halls of her school by rowdy boys who bumped in to her daughter, knocking her books to the floor; or her daughter being taunted on the school bus or having food thrown at her in the cafeteria; of losing friends and becoming ostracized, lonely and depressed. Before 9/11, wearing a hidjab wouldn’t have mattered. Now, even in Northern Virginia, which was supposed to be the liberal part of the State, every Moslem was suspect. She had heard of friends, Somali women driving to a super market, wearing scarves, not even the hidjab, being stopped for no reason by County police and questioned, aggressively and impolitely. Amina herself had experienced hostile stares from customers in stores and curt service or comments muttered under the breath from clerks. It was worse for young Somali men with their neatly trimmed beards, looking like the Iraqis on the nightly tv news broadcasts, who were planting IEDs and killing American soldiers. Medina was worried about Mohamed, her oldest son, who had just obtained his driver’s license. No, she thought. Now was not the time for her daughter to wear the hidjab. She must look like any other African American teenage girl and attract as little attention in public as possible.

So why was she thinking of changing her married name back to her Somali name, Amina Farah Musa, she asked herself? The part of her life that had been Mrs. Amina Jackson was over. Why should she continue to use Earl’s name? If she had married a Somali man, she still would been known as Amina Farah Musa, Farah being her father’s given name and Musa her paternal grandfather’s given name. It was Somali tradition. She could recite the names back ten generations. In the U.S., the custom was for three names and Americans would call her Mrs. Musa. Logically, if now was the time for her daughter to fit in at school, it was not the time for Amina to drop her American name and be known as a Moslem at work. But her desire to end any connection with Earl was not dictated by logic. Nor was her urgent compulsion to honor her murdered father. She had to take back his name and be known to Somalis, and to Americans, as his daughter. Even if the Americans didn’t understand the Somali naming system.

Her more immediate concern was for her job. She doubted her employers knew she was Moslem, although she sensed the social worker for their unit, Molly Bernstein suspected it. Now she had to decide whether it would make a difference. It troubled her that she didn’t pray five times a day. How would they react at the Hebrew Home if she asked for time mid morning and mid afternoon to do so? She would be conspicuous at work if she covered her head, arms and ankles indoors. Could she get another job, maybe in a nondenominational home where they would tolerate her practicing her religion? Those CNAs at the Hebrew Home, who had worked at other nursing homes, said it was a better place than most others because management gave them more respect and autonomy. Outside of her supervisor and the RN for the floor, she didn’t know anyone in management. She decided to approach Ms. Bernstein. She would first get clear in her own mind exactly what she wanted to say and ask Ms. Bernstein for a meeting by this Friday. No, there was some notice on the Assignment Calendar about Friday evening being a Jewish holiday. She knew that Ms. Bernstein was always busy when there were special services at the Home. Monday the latest, she said to herself, walking up the long driveway to the Home.

Suddenly she realized, with the clarity of a revelation, she was placing job security ahead of her faith. She had been hiding her religion instead of embracing it, just as she had rejected her Somali culture when she had married Earl. This recognition filled her with more determination. She would alter her uniform over the weekend, arrive at work on Monday with her head and shoulders covered, and find a place to pray twice during the day, perhaps in the small room off of the Chapel. She knew it faced east.

She had been afraid to show others who she was, to be known again as her father’s daughter, to practice her faith openly, to cover her head indoors and dress modestly, and to pray five times a day instead of avoiding praying at work. She must reclaim her identity first. Then she could confidently meet with Ms. Bernstein, true to her faith and herself. If they fired her, God willing, she would find another job or go back to the agency if necessary.
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Chapter Three
 

After four days of Aunt Helen living with them, Mitch was worn down, irritable, and tired. The room promised by the nursing home, which was supposed to have been available on Sunday, had not materialized. The Home’s Admissions Office, while apologetic and understanding, could do nothing.

Mitch liked the comfort of a routine in his own house. He wasn’t the kind of person who became upset by things being out of place or not done his way. He didn’t care how the cups and saucers, plates and silverware were loaded in the dishwasher. Or whether the kids left their shoes in the middle of the living room floor or their jackets on the stairs. But an overall pattern, the familiar rhythm of the workday evenings and weekends, was important for his equilibrium.

Aunt Helen’s presence in their home had shattered this sense of order, invaded his comfort zone and upended his feeling of normalcy. It was as if a toddler had suddenly appeared in his home, demanding his immediate and full attention and disrupting everything.

Aunt Helen awoke at all times of night, sometimes screaming, sometimes banging into furniture in the guest room. Once awake, she would want to stay up and talk with him as he sat on the edge of her bed, his senses dulled by his interrupted sleep. Or she would offer to go down to the kitchen to fix both of them a cup of tea, as if were the normal thing to do at three in the morning. Either he or Ell had to be home during the day because she couldn’t be left alone. One morning after the kids had gone to school, she had burned her hand reaching into the toaster oven. Yesterday, she had taken a bath, dressed and come down stairs for breakfast, leaving the water running in the tub. Mitch had discovered the water flowing under the closed bathroom door into the carpeted hallway.

He found himself worrying if the Drano and other household poisons were securely stored. Was the door locked to the steep flight of stairs without a banister leading to the basement? Could she fall and hurt herself on a corner of the glass coffee table in the living room?

Mitch sat on the living room sofa, looking through the cardboard box of Aunt Helen’s possessions. Upstairs, Josh was reading in bed. Eleanor was helping Amy with her world civilization homework. Aunt Helen was asleep in the guest room. Oliver, their five-year-old golden retriever, wandered in from the dining room, looked up at Mitch, sniffed inquisitively at the box, lost interest and collapsed on the rug with a thump.

Mitch picked up the photo album, wiped the dust off the leather cover with his hands and rubbed them on his pants. He heard Ell coming down the stairs and hastily slapped the grey powder from his thighs. The first few pages were grainy black and whites of his mother and father shortly after they were married, then of his sister as a little girl, and finally he made an appearance, being held by Aunt Helen, her shock of prematurely white hair partially covered by the hood of her coat. She was smiling at the photographer, probably his father. It must have been taken in the winter of his first year. He was bundled up in a blanket with only his dark eyes and forehead showing. His mom had her arm hooked into Helen’s, the two sisters forming a wall with their bodies to protect him from the wind.

Eleanor sat down next to him, and offered him an apple she had brought in from the kitchen. He took a large bite and the noise of his chewing made him conscious that the house was at last peaceful and quiet. The familiar photos of the progression of their family’s lives followed in quick succession, in color and sharper resolution, chronicling the technological advances in cameras and film and compressing the years into a few pages: summer camps, high school graduations, college graduations, his sister Judy and Ed’s wedding, their children, he and Eleanor looking so young at their wedding, Amy and Josh in their infancy, mom and pop growing older together and finally disappearing from the album.

Ell still looked as beautiful to him now as she had when they were newly weds, with thick straight black hair cut short to frame her face, willfully disobedient eyebrows which set off her wonderfully dark expressive eyes, a fresh complexion, which she took for granted and never used makeup to cover, and a figure he had always admired and still lusted after. He, on the other hand, thought he had not aged as well. At 51, he no longer automatically assumed the pain in his chest was heartburn. His brown hair was noticeably thinner on top with tinges of grey at the temples and nape. When he looked in the mirror while shaving, he thought the creases on his forehead were more pronounced. He knew he was slightly overweight for his height of 5′8″ and more prone now to keeping the extra pounds on than burning them off. His right knee usually ached after gardening and there was a persistent pain in the small of his back when he finished his usual bike ride on Sunday mornings. None of this was anything serious. But he recognized them as troubling harbingers of no longer being as young as he thought of himself. The phrase having lived more than half a century popped into his mind at the oddest times, followed by the thought that he had fewer years left to go than he had already lived.

He turned the album page anticipating the summer they had rented a cabin in Wellfleet with friends, stopping off in New London on the way back. The photos of the family on the beach in Cape Cod were there. The shot in front of the Coast Guard Academy, which he had taken, showed Eleanor and the kids. Aunt Helen was missing. She had used a scissors and cut herself out of the photograph. She had done the same to all the other pictures for the visits that followed, except where she was flanked by two of them. On those, she had blocked out her face with ink.

“Why would she do this? Eleanor asked, tracing the edge of a mutilated photo with her finger. “What could she be thinking?

Eleanor held the album on her lap and leafed through the pages. Aunt Helen had only eliminated herself from the photos showing Amy and Josh, or his sister Judy and her husband and their kids.

“Who is she afraid of?” Ell said quietly. “And why didn’t she just throw them out instead of mutilating them?”

“I don’t know,” Mitch said shaking his head. “I can’t figure her out. Sometimes, she picks things up quickly. Like when the State Trooper finally released us. We’re driving away, after being surrounded by the back up he called, interrogated, searched, and the car has been taken apart. She looked at me and said, ‘You think I’m crazy, don’t you?’ I didn’t answer right away and she said, ‘You hesitated. So that’s your answer, but I’m not.’ Ell, what could I to say? I couldn’t tell her I think she’s delusional.”

“Well, she could be both logical and delusional. That may just be the way she is,” Ell said, taking a last bite of the apple. “Monday, after you left for work, we went grocery shopping. She was perfectly normal. Of course, she held on to the cart and I had to watch her. But, we went down the aisles making the usual small talk about vegetables, prices and what to cook.” Ell nibbled at the remaining flesh of the apple before eating the core, seeds and all, leaving only the stem, which she absent-mindedly twirled in her fingers.

“Think of last night’s dinner conversation. Or tonight’s. Nothing unusual about her behavior. She asked about how my day was, what Amy did in school, did Joshua remember to feed Oliver. She does have periods when she seems to be far away,” his wife conceded. “It’s something to talk to them about at the nursing home when she’s admitted.”

“And when is that going to happen, Ell,” he asked in exasperation. “It’s now Wednesday and the bed that was supposed to be ready, still isn’t available. Both of us are burning up paid leave, we’re losing sleep at night because she wakes up screaming. We can’t go on like this.”

Eleanor reached out and locked her fingers in his. “It’s ok. It’s what families are for. Think of what an available bed in a nursing home means.” She squeezed his hand. “Someone has died or gotten worse and been moved to a hospital or hospice. Losing a little sleep is not that much of a problem in comparison. We can wait until the room they promised is ready. What? What are you beaming at?” she said, glancing up at his smiling face.

“You’re so,” he hesitated searching for the right word, “compassionate.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead and her lips, playfully reaching for her waist.

Aunt Helen moved around the strange room toward the light in a hall. She saw something in front of her. It looked like a fence to keep in chickens. Mother had always had chickens in Ciechanow. She didn’t remember chickens in the apartment though. That was after they had come to America. Mother made the best chicken soup. Papa always said so. What a surprise to find an unformed egg inside the hen. It was a special treat for them, the yellow globe hiding on the bottom of the bowl. Why was the chicken fence here? In the house. Who’s house was this?

“Mom. Dad,” Amy shrieked.” “Aunt Helen fell again.”

Mitch raced up the stairs ahead of Ell. His aunt was on her knees in the hall outside the guest room, her fingers gripping the plastic mesh of the gate they had last used when Josh was an infant. Both of her cloth slippers had fallen off.

“She got tangled in the kiddie gate. I think she tried to climb over. Oooh. What’s that on her feet? They’re gross.” Amy squealed in disgust.

Oliver, finding Aunt Helen at his level, began licking her face. Eleanor grabbed the dog by the scruff of his neck.

“Those are bunions,” Mitch said. “Old people get them.” He steadied his aunt by her thin arm as she slid her feet back into her slippers. “Are you ok, Aunt Helen?”

“I’m fine. It’s good to see you. And Eleanor. Are you all well?”

“We’re fine Aunt Helen. All of us are just fine. Sure you’re ok?”

“Of course, dear? Did I disturb you? Amy, you are so grownup since I last saw you.” Eleanor readjusted Helen’s bathrobe and helped her back into the guest room. “I’ll stay with her for a few minutes. Go check Josh and see if he’s awake. Also, it’s probably time for Oliver’s walk.”

Amy remained in the hall. “Dad, like, she just saw me at dinner. Did she forget or something?”

“She’s disoriented, Amy. From having been asleep and falling. She probably won’t remember any of this tomorrow. Go ahead get ready for bed.” He kissed his daughter on her forehead and looked in on their son. Josh had fallen asleep with his reading light on and slept through the commotion. Mitch turned his son’s lamp off and reattached the gate to the hallway wall to keep his aunt from wandering to the top of the staircase.

Downstairs, he slipped the leash over Oliver’s head and closed the front door quietly. Outside, the sky was clear with just a hint of fall in the night air. Oliver sniffed at the base of the maple tree Mitch had planted with his young son almost five years ago. They had a tradition of planting trees when someone in the family died. The autumn gold maple was for Ell’s father. It was a sturdy, protective shade tree, green and soothing in the summer and gloriously colored in the fall. Its leaves already had a tinge of orange, yellow and red.

What kind of tree would they plant for Aunt Helen? The thought intrigued him as he ambled up the street. Mitch envisioned a lonely, scraggly pine on a cliff overlooking the Atlantic, gnarled and bent, it’s straight upward growth thwarted by the constant strong winds, but tenaciously surviving nevertheless on a rocky outcropping, with the ocean’s waves crashing below. That image fit Aunt Helen but not their quiet urban street of large single-family homes, small lots surrounded by fences or hedges, and the constant sound of city buses one street over. Maybe a scruffy little evergreen would have to do, he thought. Oliver stopped at the corner of two hedges, sniffing to smell who had been by. He lifted a leg to add his own scent to the neighborhood canine communication network.

Mitch was troubled by his next thought that Aunt Helen wouldn’t survive in the nursing home. She was too independent, strong willed and had lived alone for too long. No, she would survive and endure it, but she would be miserable. The worst thought pushed it’s way forward so strongly, he almost said it out loud. Maybe he was putting his tiny, frail, old, beloved aunt in the nursing home because it was easier for him, not best for her. He had Eleanor and the kids to think about, he reasoned. He and Ell had to work. They couldn’t afford home care. Aunt Helen had no money to pay for anything. He completed the usual route around the block. The practical and perfectly rational answers to his troubling thought of selfishness did not make him feel any better.

“Look what I found,” Eleanor said when he came back. She was sitting on the sofa, going through the cardboard box. She held up a thin, brown book, the title on the cover in gold letters.

“Religious Duties of the Daughters of Israel,” Mitch read out loud, squinting at the words, too lazy to get his reading glasses.

Eleanor opened the inside cover. “It’s inscribed by the author, a Rabbi of course, to Helen’s mother. Why is it that men make up such burdensome rules for women to follow? I like the section on duties for parents in training children.” She thumbed through the yellowed pages looking for a particular passage. “This is a gem. After our children are nine, you, as the father, are to take them to synagogue and I, as the mother, sort of fade into the background and keep the house clean, light candles for the Sabbath, bake challah and go to ritual baths after my period.”

“It’s from another era, Ell. Aunt Helen kept it because it was a book that belonged to her mother.”

“I know. But it’s not that different in philosophy from people today who believe that a woman can’t be President or head of a corporation. Or God forbid, be in combat in the military. I’m going to show this to Amy. I want her to grow up strong and independent with no self-imposed limits because she’s female.”

“Ell, how could she think otherwise? You’re her mother.”

His wife smiled and inclined her head, acknowledging the compliment. “And you’re her father and that helps her too.”

He stayed home on Thursday. Ell was chairing a morning meeting of her team at work and promised to be home as early as possible in the afternoon. He and Aunt Helen sat in the kitchen, drinking hot tea. Oliver wandered in and put his square muzzle on Aunt Helen’s lap, waiting to be stroked. She patted his broad head gingerly.

Mitch leaned forward to move him. “Oliver. No,” he said sharply, grabbing the dog by his collar.

“It’s alright. Really it is.”

“Aunt Helen, I know you’re afraid of dogs. So it’s not all right. I want you to be comfortable in our house.” He started to pull Oliver away. The dog sat down obstinately, his dark brown eyes appealing to Aunt Helen for help.

“Mitchell. Leave Oliver alone,” she said emphatically. “I’m afraid of dogs because the Poles turned their dogs loose on Jewish children. But I’m not afraid of Oliver. He’s your dog so he’s a Jewish dog,” she said, with unassailable logic. “I like him.” She put her teacup down and awkwardly rubbed him behind one ear with both her hands. Oliver rumbled appreciatively.

“Do dogs have last names? Is he Oliver Farber?”

“No, Aunt Helen. He’s just plain Oliver.”

His cell phone rang before he could explain further. It was the Nursing Home Admissions Office. Aunt Helen’s room was ready. He realized guiltily, his first reaction was of joyous relief.

“That was someone from your new home,” he explained. “We’re going there later this morning.” He reached out and touched her hands. They were warm from her holding the teacup. “Do you want to help me pack your things?”

“What things?” She looked confused. “I’ll stay here with Oliver Farber.” You get ready darling,” she said, as if he were the one moving out. She turned her attention to stroking the dog’s massive head on her lap.

It didn’t take Mitch very long to put his Aunt’s clothing in her suitcase. He decided to leave her personal items in the guest room. They could bring them when they visited, this weekend. Another guilty feeling seeped from his subconscious. This evening and Friday, with Aunt Helen moved out, his home would return to normal.

The Bethesda Hebrew Home for the Elderly was located just off Rockville Pike in the type of neighborhood where the zoning permitted non-residential use. It was mostly lower middle class single family, bungalow houses on small lots. In contrast, the Home was set back on expansive grounds with a well maintained lawn, dotted with new, redwood stained picnic tables and weathered, white gazebos. Its four, connected, red brick buildings, three stories each, formed a gentle converse arc, with the long, curving driveway intersecting the complex just off center. The entrance area was like the approach to check in at a hotel, but wider to accommodate ambulances. It was covered by a broad flat roof to protect visitors and residents from the elements. Two heavy glass automatic sliding doors opened into a modern lobby and reception desk. The buildings’ dark brown, mansard style roofs were obscured from the street by tall evergreens, which in turn shaded azaleas, rhododendrons, mountain laurel, and perennial flower beds of crocuses, daffodils, tulips and irises. The landscaped grounds and reassuring elegant solidity of the red brick buildings proclaimed to relatives that this was a place where their loved ones would be well taken care of.

Mitch parked the Taurus in the visitor’s parking lot close to the lobby. He walked slowly with Aunt Helen, carrying her scuffed suitcase in one hand and supporting her under her arm with his other. Now that they were actually here, he felt more guilty about thinking of his aunt as a burden. He told the receptionist they had an appointment with Ms. Gould in Admissions. Aunt Helen sank into a large deep armchair, her feet not quite touching the floor. Standing in the lobby, he was aware of some smell, masked by the much stronger odor of anti-septic. It was a sour decaying scent, not quite like urine and feces. There was that too. It was more bitter and slightly musky, like aging, dying skin, and clogged pores leaking bad body odors that no amount of soap would wash away.

“I already have Social Security,” Aunt Helen said.

“I know that, Aunt Helen,” Mitch replied, annoyed at himself for not distracting her with small talk.

“Then, why are we here?” she asked.

“I told you before,” he said a bit impatiently. “It’s a nursing home, Aunt Helen. A Jewish place. They can take care of you here. Much better than Ell and I can at home.”

Helen looked around the lobby at the ƒåux French landscape paintings in heavy ornate, gold colored frames. “It doesn’t look Jewish to me,” she said loudly. He went back to reception and brought her the Home’s brochure. He thumbed through the pages of photographs of happy, smiling elderly people, engaged in various activities. He skipped the part on assisted living. Based on the evaluation from New London Social Services, the Home had already told him his aunt was incapable of living in such an unsupervised environment. He found the pages listing the Rabbis who tended to the residents’ needs, the scheduled services for the High Holidays and the certification of the kosher kitchen. He showed her the booklet. She brought a page close to her face.

“I don’t like kosher food,” she said emphatically. “I want ham sandwiches.”

“Well, well, is this our new resident? I’m Sarah Gould. Is this your mother, Mr. Farber? ” Mitch stood up and shook her hand. She was shorter than him, he guessed probably in her low 40s, thin, with a narrow chin, a little too much lipstick and rouge, her brown hair pulled back in a bun with a Japanese looking kind of pin at the back, and a colorful scarf around her neck. She wore a stylish and pristine pressed dark blue pantsuit.

He had never thought he looked like Aunt Helen. “No, no,” he said too quickly. “This is my aunt, Helen Plonsker.”

Aunt Helen was struggling to push herself from the plush depths of the armchair. Mitch reached down and helped her to her feet.

Aunt Helen smiled graciously. “I’m very pleased to meet you,” She held on to Sarah’s hand. “That’s a very nice perfume you have on.”

“It’s Shalimar, by Guerlain,” she said, “It’s so sweet of you to notice. Let’s go down to my office and start getting you settled into your new home.”

They followed her down a sunlit corridor, with handrails on both sides. Sarah kept up a cheerful patter, about the inner courtyard garden where some residents in wheel chairs sat in the late September sun, and the concerts, art programs, dances, games and holiday celebrations held in the now empty activities room. Aunt Helen ignored her, tugged for Mitch to bend down, and in an audible whisper said, “She has on too much perfume,” emphasizing each word. Sarah continued down the hall ahead of them, the back of her ears reddening.

Once in her office, Sarah took out a folder, extracted a sheaf of papers and handed them to Aunt Helen. “Well, this won’t take too long and after we can meet some of the residents on your floor. You have a private room in this building, which I think is one of the nicest. It’s so convenient to the activities center. I’m sure you’ll like it. We’ll put your name outside on the door and you can bring some of your things, paintings, photos, even one or two small pieces of furniture if you want to.”

Aunt Helen looked at the papers in front of her, overwhelmed by Ms. Gould’s chatter. “I told you,” she said, turning to her nephew, “I already have Social Security.”

“Does she need help in filling out the forms?” Sarah asked Mitch. “Oh dear, yes she does, doesn’t she,” Sarah said, immediately answering her own question. “Well, let’s fill them out together and see what we have.”

He went through Part One of the first form, quickly writing down her last known home address, marital status, age and talking with his aunt to keep her involved.

“What’s your birthday, Aunt Helen?” although he remembered as a child, celebrating it every Columbus Day. It was a ritual repeated every year. Aunt Helen would open her gifts from the family and shout, “You shouldn’t have done it. You shouldn’t have done it.” She would kiss his mom and dad, hug Mitch and give him a present because it was her birthday and she wanted to. He could still hear his mother’s gentle reproach, “You’re spoiling him, Helen.”

“September 15, 1919.”

“Come on Aunt Helen. It’s October 12th. It’s easy to remember.”

“It is September 15, 1919,” she repeated with vehemence. Mother had told her, when they arrived at Ellis Island, the registration clerk had not understood her answer when he asked for Helen’s date of birth. Fine, the Italian clerk had said, I’ll give you Columbus Day for your birthday. It’s a good American holiday. He had made the entry and processed them through. The FBI was already after her for giving the wrong date on her naturalization papers. No, she was not going to lie again to the federal government. This woman with too much perfume would report her.

Mitch put down the pen, exasperated. “If it’s the 15th, Aunt Helen, we’ve already missed it and you won’t get any presents.”

She glared back at him. “Mitchell. Don’t say stupid things,” she reprimanded him.

“What do I put down,” he asked, looking to Sarah for guidance.

“Doesn’t she have a birth certificate?”

“It wasn’t in the papers I brought down with me from New London.”

“Well, let’s put down September 15th and we will check it with Social Security later.”

“I told you. I already have Social Security,” Aunt Helen repeated vehemently.

“That’s ok, Aunt Helen,” Mitch said quickly moving on. “What should we put down for occupation? Remember your hat store in New London?”

“That’s nice, Ms. Plonsker,” Sarah said, without giving her a chance to answer. “We make costumes for all our holiday parties, and especially Purim. Why don’t we put down worked in a hat shop, Mr. Farber. That will be descriptive and help our social workers place her properly into the Home’s activities.”

“I did not make hats. I owned Helen’s Hat Shop on 96 Main Street in New London,” Aunt Helen snapped. “I am a businesswoman and millinery sales person.” Then she leaned over to Mitch, and whispered in too loud a voice, “When we leave, I want to tell you something about you know who,” using her head to gesture obviously toward Sarah.

Mitch nodded and plowed on filling in the rest of the forms on finances, health history, dietary preferences or limitations, and capability to perform daily tasks. It went much the same way. Lack of information, misinformation and confusion from Aunt Helen, helpful, cheery assistance from Sarah, followed by audible whispered criticism of her by his aunt.

“Do you want to sign, Aunt Helen?”

She looked at him bewildered. “Sign what?”

“The forms we just filled out. It’s to admit you to the Home where they’ll take care of you.”

She stared at him. Mitch thought he saw in her eyes, first fear and then understanding. “I would be much happier living with you,” she said softly.

“I know, I know. It’s just not possible, Aunt Helen.” He stroked her hands with the prominent blue veins running back from her knuckles toward her wrists. They were so cold he enveloped them in his and held on. When he looked into her eyes again, the clarity of understanding was gone.

“Well now, Mr. Farber. Why don’t you sign for her and sign your name also. Then, while your aunt is being made comfortable, we can deal with the financial arrangements.” She pressed a button on the desk phone. “I need someone to escort a new admission,” Sarah said, rearranging the papers they had spent almost an hour completing. She placed the financial form to the side.

A large, heavy African American woman in a starched white uniform opened the door.

“Agnes. This is Ms. Plonsker. Please take her upstairs to Room 318A. Mr. Farber, I’ll show you how to get there after we’re done.”

Mitch walked with his aunt to the door and stood watching as she and Agnes walked slowly down the hall, Aunt Helen’s frail, bent figure with her white hair, dwarfed by Agnes, who easily carried the suitcase simultaneously as she guided Helen. Aunt Helen disappeared into the elevator. Agnes turned around and smiled at him before the door closed.

He turned and saw that Sarah was staring at him. She smiled sympathetically. “It’s natural to feel that way, Mr. Farber. Many relatives do when they first see our staff, which is predominantly black. But we give our personnel sensitivity training so they will understand that our residents are people of an older generation. Some, like your aunt, were even born in Europe. They have a different attitude toward African Americans than you and I do. They may say something.” Sarah paused searching for the right way to express her thought. “Inappropriate.

Which you or I would never say.”

“What?” Mitch asked, not following Sarah.

“Liberal people like us feel uneasy about leaving their parents in the care of black staff. They’re afraid their parents may say something insulting. Our residents often do but we know, and so does our staff, that they don’t mean it. It happens all the time.”

“My aunt doesn’t think that way,” Mitch replied. “She never has. I was thinking how alone and terrified she must feel.” He wanted to say how guilty he felt leaving her, but he didn’t want to confess to Ms. Gould.

Sarah flushed but plunged ahead with what sounded to him like the prepared speech he assumed she made to all relatives of new residents. “Most of the nurses assistants are either African or from the Caribbean. Their English is more accented or at least different in pattern than the residents are familiar with. To make it worse, many of the residents have hearing problems. This frequently leads to misunderstandings about what was said, or expressions of frustration when a resident feels she has not been understood. Sometimes, they call the staff ‘stupid’ or worse, but as I said, our staff has been trained to understand.”

“I’m glad you educated your staff. Maybe people should take the time to explain things to their relatives,” Mitchell said smiling politely.

“Oh,” Sarah said, fussing with the folder on her desk and retreating to a safer topic. “On the finances, as I explained, we will need one month in advance while you arrange with Montgomery County to pay for nursing home care. The County’s payment together with your aunt’s Social Security will cover the monthly charge of $2,950 and Medicaid will pay for most of the medicines she’ll need. The beauty shop is an extra and we can bill you for that monthly. Also, we have a small canteen and residents usually have $25 or so for cookies, snacks, and soft drinks or to buy raffle tickets. We can set that up now if you like.”

“I’ve already spoken to the Montgomery County Social Services Office. They said they would pay pro rata upon admission, and then on a monthly basis. I can go there this afternoon or tomorrow and get the check or have them forward it,” Mitch said anxiously.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Farber. Our policy is to require a full month’s payment at time of admission. There are no exceptions. Maryland laws are very strict about evicting a resident for non-payment. It is very difficult to do,” she said emphasizing each word, as if the degree of difficulty justified immediate payment. “We don’t want to evict anyone of course, but it avoids unpleasantness if payment is made in advance.” She smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Mr. Farber. The County will reimburse you or if we’re paid twice, we’ll repay you directly.”

Mitch wrote out the check, calculating that if his running balance was correct, he and Ell had about $800 left in their joint account. He didn’t remember which bills had to be paid before their next paydays. Well, they may just have to make a partial payment on a credit card this month and eat the finance charges. Everyone else did. It was only a little after three. If he hurried, he could drive over to the Montgomery County Social Services Office and start the reimbursement process this afternoon.

Sarah left him outside of 318A. Unlike the first floor, the halls were covered in linoleum, instead of wood, and there was a distinctive piney antiseptic smell, masking a fainter odor of human waste. He noticed the Mezuzah on the doorframe, knocked and peered inside. Aunt Helen was sitting on the low bed, rummaging through her clothes in the suitcase. The room was bright with sunlight. The blinds were up and he saw she had a room at the rear of the building with a pleasant view of the lawn in the back, screened from the private homes by a stand of Leland cypress. The walls were pale yellow with dark colored baseboard. A band of rustic leaf patterned wallpaper delineated the wall from the white ceiling. Two small dark wood night tables, one with a built in radio, and a medium sized dresser, all matching the baseboard, completed the wood furniture. There was an antique looking chair, with rust colored cushions, in the corner near the window. It would be a nice place for her to sit and read, he thought. Except for the linoleum floor and the call button at the head of the bed, it looked like a hotel room.

The bathroom was more institutional. With an emphasis on safety. There was a grab bar, a pull call line and adhesive non-slip strips in the bathtub, as well as a rubber mat. Another grab bar was within easy reach of the toilet. An electronic call button was on the wall, below the towel rack.

He sat down on the bed, careful not to crush her folded clothing. “This is a nice room,” he said recognizing the excessive enthusiasm in his own voice. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know the neighborhood. How can I do my shopping? And invite the family over for dinner?”

“They cook the meals here for you Aunt Helen. You eat here. You don’t have to do any shopping. You’ll come over to our house for dinner, on weekends. We can’t do it during the week because we both work.”

“Can I have ham while I’m here? she asked.

“Sure you can. You can have pigs’ knuckles if you want.” He patted her hand.

She continued to sort her clothes into piles, blouses here, and underwear there, the stockings separated from flowered handkerchiefs. “Mitchell. Do you make a lot of money?” She stared at him, waiting for him to answer.

“Eleanor and I, between the two of us, are doing ok,” he said cautiously, apprehensive about where the conversation was going.

“Good.” She beamed at him. “Good for you. You should always have a home to go to and not end up like this in a strange place.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I’m doing the best I can for you. I love you Aunt Helen. Ell, Amy and Josh love you too.

“And Oliver Farber. Don’t forget him.” She laughed. “God should bless your family. You and Eleanor should live to be a hundred and zvantsik.”

“Wow, that’s more than 17 dog years.” She looked puzzled. “Forget it. When we visit you here, maybe we’ll bring Oliver. Let me help you put your stuff away.” He placed her two pairs of shoes at the bottom of the closet and hung up her navy blue coat.

He left her slippers next to one of the night tables and stacked her sweaters on top of the flowered paper lining in the lower dresser drawer. He kissed her again, promised to bring some of her personal things, books, magazines and a few more wooden hangers and left her alone in the room.

Mitch lost his way somewhere in the look alike shopping malls around Rockville and didn’t arrive at the County Social Services Office until shortly after 4 pm. He filled out an appointment card indicating the purpose of his visit and sat down on a hard plastic chair in the crowded waiting room. The last time he had been here, to register his aunt for financial assistance, was early in the morning. The place had seemed more friendly and inviting. Today, he thought, it was filled with “the lame, the halt and the blind.”

“Quite busy today,” he said to the elderly black woman next to him, trying to make amends to himself for his uncharitable thoughts about the other applicants.

“It’s the end of the month. People is hurtin. Rents due soon, no money left for medicines, sick kids.” She surveyed the people waiting. “You’re looking at a whole roomful of misery.” She drew out the words in such a melodic way that Mitch thought it could be a line from a blues song. “That’s why they haves late hours today. Ev’ry Thursday ‘n Friday. Last week of the month. The same misery twelve months of the year. Sometimes, even the same folks.” She appraised him, made a judgment that this white man in a suit and tie had a different problem than most of the others in the room, and returned to reading a worn copy of People magazine.

By 4:55 when he still hadn’t been called, Mitch went to the assignment desk to complain. The clerk couldn’t care less. He told Mitch his situation was not an emergency, there were a limited number of case workers and he could either wait it out to see if they got to him today or come back tomorrow. He decided to stay, stepped outside to call Eleanor on his cell phone to tell her what was happening and went back into the waiting room.

After another hour, having long ago finished the first section of The Washington Post, and skimmed through Motor Trend a second time, he was just about to give up and go home, when his name was called. He was directed through the grey double doors behind the assignment clerk down the hall to a windowless cubicle. It was empty. He sat down in front of he metal desk and stared at a poster proclaiming that if you weren’t helping with the solution you were part of the problem.

“Sorry, I wasn’t here. Needed a bathroom break. It’s been a long afternoon. I’m Mrs. Wagner.” In one well-practiced motion, she put her purse in the lower desk drawer and slid it closed as she sat down. Mitch shook her hand and introduced himself.

“The form says you want financial assistance to pay for your aunt in a nursing home.”

“Yes. I spoke to somebody here before I brought my aunt down from New London. She said she would be covered. A Mrs. Albright, I think her name was.”

Mrs. Wagner put on her glasses and thumbed through the loose papers in the case file. “There is a memo here that Mrs. Albright spoke to you on September 6th. Your aunt has come down from New London?”

“Yes, I drove down with her this past weekend.”

“When was she admitted to,” she paused looking for the name of the nursing home, “the Greater Bethesda Hebrew Home?”

“Just today. She stayed at our house until they had a vacancy. They had promised me one for Sunday but,” he hesitated recalling Ell’s explanation of what a vacancy meant, “the room only became available today.”

Mrs. Wagner nodded and pushed a paper across the desk. “Complete this application and mail in the financial information for your aunt. The file indicates her only source of income is Social Security. You’ll have to verify that she has no other assets.”

“That won’t be a problem.” Mitch filled out the form, in a hurried, almost illegible print. He wanted to complete it and get away as quickly as possible with the assurance of financial assistance. Maybe he was lucky that it was the end of the day and Mrs. Wagner wanted to finish up and go home also.

“Oh, oh,” she said, as she perused the completed form. “Mr. Farber. You live in DC.” She didn’t ask it as a question. It was more of an accusation.

“Yes,” he said warily.

“I can save you the trouble. Your aunt isn’t eligible for coverage from Montgomery County.”

“Why not? Mrs. Albright told me she was,” he asked, unable to suppress a note of alarm in his voice.

“That was before you brought her to the District.”

“What’s that got to do with it,” Mitch replied in frustration.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Farber. The rules are quite clear. Montgomery County doesn’t provide financial assistance for DC residents. If we did, we’d be flooded with people coming from the District for the County’s social services, which are much more generous than DC’s coverage.”

He forced himself to take a deep breath. “My aunt is not a DC resident,” he said slowly for emphasis. “I moved her down from New London to the Greater Bethesda Hebrew Home. They didn’t have a bed for her and she stayed with me. I couldn’t put her out on the street. As soon as they had a room, I moved her to the Home,” he explained, trying to persuade her.

Mrs. Wagner closed the folder. “There’s nothing I can do, Mr. Farber. Those are the rules.”

“This is crazy,” he said loudly. “If I had moved her from New London immediately into the Home, you would have paid for her. Right? That’s what Ms. Allbright said.”

“Ms. Allbright probably thought you lived in the County since you were applying for benefits from us. But you don’t. You live in DC. And we don’t pay for DC residents.”

“She’s not a DC resident and the Home is in Montgomery County,” he repeated.

“Mr. Farber. I don’t make the rules. Don’t get excited.”

“I damn well will get excited,” he shouted, perversely provoked by her advice. “If the Nursing Home didn’t have a bed and I parked in your lot for four lousy days and lived in my car with my aunt, you would have covered her. Isn’t that right?” He leaned closer, waiting for her to answer.

“Yes,” Mrs. Wagner said, glancing nervously toward the door. “We would have. The rule is based on residency. You can appeal if you want to.”

“You can damn well count on it. It doesn’t make any sense and I’m not going to let you or the County get away with it. Give me whatever forms you have for appeal because I am going to fight this all the way.” He leaned back in the chair, flushed and angry.

She handed him an appeal form. “You won’t need to file this until you get an official denial and the reasons for it.”

He grabbed the forms from her. “I’ll file them as soon as I can. You know what the decision is and so do I. The reasons stink and I’m going to say so.” He stormed out of the cubicle, brushed against a burly uniformed security guard coming toward him in the narrow hall, and went out into the parking lot. As he sat in the car, he realized the guard had been on his way to Mrs. Wagner’s office to see what the shouting was about. He was shocked he had been seen as a physical threat to someone, and ashamed of himself for losing control.

He was still fuming about this bureaucratic idiocy when he got home. “Aunt Helen could have lived in the dumpster behind the building and they would have covered her. But because we took her into our house, we’re out of luck.” He picked at the dinner Eleanor had reheated in the microwave.

“Tell me how Aunt Helen reacted to the Home,” Ell asked.

Mitch recounted the visit, filling out the forms in Sarah Gould’s office and leaving his aunt sorting out her clothing on the bed.

“You make Sarah sound like the nurse in “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest?”

“Nurse Ratched? No, I just found her too efficient and not a good listener,” he said. “That’s not the problem, Ell. I feel like crap. I just dumped my aunt in a home. I’m afraid it’s going to kill her and I’m responsible.”

She reached out for his hand, and held it, gently rubbing her fingers over his skin. “You’re not a bad person Mitch. You know that. We’ve been through a lot together.” She smiled at him. “We’ll get through this, we’ve done it before. Don’t feel guilty about what you did. It’s ok. You talked to your sister and she agreed. It’s the best we can do for Helen under the circumstances. We need to help her adjust. I’m sure there are skilled people at the Home who can guide us on this. We’re not the first family to go through it.”

“Yeah, I know. But when they telephoned her room was ready, I almost shouted for joy. That was the reaction of her loving nephew. Hooray. I’m getting rid of her. And you should have seen the look of fear and despair when I asked her to sign the forms. It was like she was signing her own death sentence.”

“I don’t know whether she thought that. Look, Mitch, she now has us. We’re nearby. It’s not like you abandoned her at the Home and we’re going to forget about her forever.”

“What can we do with her?”, he asked. “She can’t walk very far. Sometimes, she’s not even on the same planet as we are.”

“We’ll do what we can with her,” Ell replied quickly.” You know, our usual schedule, shopping, weekend chores, Amy’s soccer practice and games, driving the kids everywhere. She can ride in the car. We can bring her over for dinner. One of us can go the Home after dinner during the week. We’ll make it work,” she said reassuringly. “By the way, Josh is in “Guys and Dolls,” this fall,” she laughed. “Not a big part, but he’s in it, and very excited about that.” He nodded his head in agreement but he was thinking of the logistics of moving Aunt Helen. It was already a constant rush to get to Amy’s practice on time, or to Hebrew School and her Bat Mitzvah class.

Ell squeezed his hand, trying to raise the question naturally, without being accusatory. “I don’t understand why Ms. Albright didn’t tell you there was a problem with our living in DC when you first met with her?”

Mitch sipped carefully at his coffee, discovered it to be lukewarm and drank it in long swallows. “Ell, I honestly don’t recall telling her where we lived. I think what happened was we only talked finances-about how much money Aunt Helen had, how I could show that she only has her Social Security, the nursing home’s costs and that this home was on the County’s approved list. Now the problem is what are we going to do about paying the Home? The appeal could take months.”

Eleanor rubbed his fingers gently. “She’s not a DC resident. You know, if you applied for financial aid from the District, I’m sure they’ll reject it. Then you could use that …”

Josh interrupted, jumping down the last three steps from the second floor and careened into the dining room. “I finished my homework, dad. Can you watch me play air guitar?” He rolled his eyes, seeing his mother holding his father’s hand.

He was about to say no, not now, when Ell squeezed his hand harder.

“Go on. After the kids are in bed, we can have a glass of wine and come back to this?”

“Come back to what?” Josh asked, more curious now about what his parents had been talking about. “How come you guys are drinking wine on Thursday night?

“We were talking about Aunt Helen, Josh. Come on. Show me what you can do.”

They had finished an entire chilled bottle of their favorite chardonnay, nibbling on cheese and crackers and talking about Aunt Helen. They digressed often enough, to discuss Amy’s bat mitzvah coming up in June, how to juggle her Hebrew and Torah study classes with the Saturday soccer schedule, when they should talk about the type of party- appropriate to celebrate the event, but not too lavish so as to obscure the religious theme; how to keep Ell’s mother from feeling left out as they dealt with Aunt Helen.

Afterwards, lying in bed, while Ell took a shower, Mitch thought falling in love with the right person was a combination of blind luck and a miracle. She was so supportive. So much a part of him. When she had mentioned that they had been through a lot together, he had been overwhelmed by his love for her and the children. That phrase was her shorthand for the deep scar on their collective memory. Her first pregnancy had ended with a heartbreaking miscarriage in the middle of the first trimester. They had anxiously endured the second pregnancy. Ell had called her gynecologist far too often, nervous that every exertion or strain, upset stomach or pain was an indication that the fetus was no longer living, no longer growing within her. By unspoken mutual agreement they had superstitiously refrained from doing anything to openly acknowledge they were going to have a baby. They had cautiously celebrated the third month milestone. After the fourth month, they had painted the baby’s room and started shopping for a crib. Eleanor had miscarried two and a half weeks later. After all these years, Mitch could still recall the helpless desperation of their frantic drive to the emergency room, Ell begging him to hurry, clutching her lower abdomen and uttering a sharp cry followed by moans of “No. No. Dear God. Please. No.” as the fetus slid out.

Even after the births of Amy and Josh, Mitch knew Ell was at times overwhelmed by an illogical, panic inducing fear. Being blessed with two healthy children was only temporary. Something evil was lurking for them up ahead, some unforeseen and unavoidable tragedy which would take her children from her.

He knew she thought they complimented each other perfectly. They had met at NYU at a Young Democrats event. He had been a senior, majoring in economics, minoring in statistics. She had been a sophomore and a political science major. They had dated seriously for the rest of the school year and maintained a lonely, long distant relationship, interspersed by passionate, but all too short, weekends, while he went for his masters in labor economics at Cornell.

His honest assessment, which was also what he knew his mother-in-law thought, was that Ell brought far more to their relationship than he did. Mrs. Fessler believed her only daughter could have done better, marrying a doctor or a wealthy businessman. He was the more unimaginative, unexciting, of the two. His current job, as Senior Research Economist, for Price and Index Number Research, in the Bureau of Labor Statistics Office of the Associate Commissioner for Prices and Living Conditions, at the U.S. Department of Labor, was satisfying for him. But when he met strangers at dinner parties and they asked what he did, he could see their eyes glaze over when he told them and he could almost feel their urgent desire to move on to converse with someone more interesting.

Eleanor’s job suited her more dynamic and energetic personality. She was the chief Congressional lobbyist for the Alliance to Promote Progressive Literacy and Education (APPLE). She traveled around the country, visiting State chapters, helping them hone their message before State Legislatures and selecting those compelling cases of great injustice or stupendous success, which were the red meat for the media at Congressional hearings.

In matters having to do with the family, Ell had told him, it was important for her to know he was always there for her and the kids, that he shared in raising the children and didn’t sacrifice the family for his career. For him, that was simply natural as a husband and father. He thought the fact he held an unexciting and unglamorous job at BLS, and probably would hold that same job until he retired, was evidence more of his lack of ambition and drive than familial devotion.

However, he did think of himself as an incurable romantic. He inscribed books he bought Ell as presents with words of love and devotion, and sent flowers to her office for her birthday and their anniversary, all with poetic little love notes. Once in a while he would buy flowers for the sheer joy of surprising her and reaffirming his love. She had told him that many of the married women she worked with were jealous. He had responded that life is too short to waste time being jealous of someone else’s relationship. As long as he and Ell were solid, he felt he could do anything.
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Chapter Four
 

The next morning, Friday they had one of their rare, but incredibly bitter fights, snarling at each other, spitting out nasty sarcastic comments, poisoning the air in the kitchen, before Amy and Josh came down for breakfast. They maintained a frigid, formal courtesy until the kids had left for school. Afterwards, at an appropriate moment before leaving for work, they grudgingly apologized to each other for what they had each said in anger.

It had been a silly argument about going to Temple that night after dinner for Rosh Hashanah services. All of them could not fit in the Taurus. Ell was adamant that the children not go in their grandmother’s car. Mitch had argued, it wasn’t that far to the Rockville Hebrew Congregation. He had conceded that at 76, his mother-in-law did lack judgment. Mrs. Fessler had never been a very good driver. She got flustered at circles, one of which was two blocks away from their house. Sometimes she merged on to main streets without looking. At other times, she was oblivious to traffic flow, driving exactly at the speed limit in the left lane. She never used her turn signals. It was more difficult for her at night, with her deteriorating eyesight. The problem, as he had pointed out to Ell, was that her mother thought she was a competent driver. Her vanity prevented her from acknowledging the impact of age on her judgment and vision. Ell had refused to risk the children’s safety. She was adamant. She would go with her mother. Mitch would drive Aunt Helen and Amy and Josh in the Taurus. After services, her mother would drive by herself to her apartment in Maryland and they would take Aunt Helen back to the nursing home.

They both knew that Mrs. Fessler would be furious at the implicit criticism of her driving. She would let her daughter know how hurt she was by such blatant disrespect. She had an uncanny ability to make Eleanor feel guilty about their relationship. She compared everything Eleanor did unfavorably with how she had devoted herself to her own mother and sacrificed everything, including her own happiness, until the day her mother died. These guilt trips had become more frequent since his father-in-law had passed away. Eleanor always reacted stoically to her mother’s onslaughts, but they took their toll. She would become melancholy while straining to pretend that everything was normal. Her stomach would churn; her appetite fall off and she would consume first Tums and, when that didn’t reduce the burning acid, move up to Pepcid, and finally Zantac.

Driving to work, he felt badly for urging Ell to let her mother drive the children. It was the easy way out to avoid a confrontation with Mrs. Fessler. There was an element of selfishness in his desire to have Ell remain vivacious and loving for him. She was the better parent, he thought, willing to endure her mother’s cold anger and manipulative nature to protect their children from even a remote possibility of a car accident. He felt ashamed for making matters worse by letting the argument escalate. He should have tried to come up with a way to help Ell feel secure about the children without provoking her mother. He recognized there was something about Mrs. Fessler, which made him rigid, short tempered and sarcastic. He primarily resented her for making Ell miserable but also for turning him into someone he didn’t like.

In that sour frame of mind, Mitch forced himself to think more kindly of Mrs. Fessler. She had been extremely beautiful in her youth. Eleanor had inherited not only her mother’s errant bushy wayward eyebrows but also her clear complexion. His mother-in-law’s nose, which in the early photos was proportionally correct, now was more beaklike and prominent in her aging face. Her nose had been broken several years ago when his father in law hadn’t seen a red light and their car was broadsided on the passenger side. She walked everywhere with her characteristic vigorous stride, although her posture was becoming stooped with the onset of osteoporosis of the spine. She exuded a confident air of superiority, still wedded to the sophisticated German culture of Vienna and the city’s artistic heritage as the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Give her a break, he thought. After all, it’s almost Rosh Hashanah and her childhood had been rough. He knew she had been 12 years old, a little younger than Amy was now he realized, when her normal middle class life in Austria was destroyed. Anshluss had brought the Nazis goose-stepping into Vienna. She and her parents had managed to escape from Vienna to Bucharest, leaving almost everything they owned behind, to live with distant relatives in a cramped apartment, anxious, poor and adrift. At the outbreak of World War II, Helga’s family together with the Rumanian relatives, fled across Europe, ending up in Portugal. Miraculously, they had obtained a visa to the United States for transit to China. Mitch vaguely knew it had something to do with Helga’s father’s business partner who had fled to Shanghai. Once they had arrived safely in New York City, the family had applied for permanent visas, spent a cold winter on the Canadian side of the New York State border, and in January 1943, entered the United States with the coveted permission to stay.

Helga had celebrated her 17th birthday in a barely furnished apartment her parents rented in the mid 80s on the upper west side of New York. She and her mother, bundled up in layers of sweaters to keep warm, had sewed gloves and done other piece work, while her father struggled to improve his English and get a job. Despite Mrs. Fessler’s experience as a refugee and the initial poverty the family had endured in New York, Mitch couldn’t bring himself to forgive her for the deliberate hurt she inflicted upon his wife. He knew it didn’t excuse his own bad behavior toward Ell. He felt even worse because today she had to leave work early in time to get home and prepare dinner before they left for evening services and break the news to her mother about the driving arrangements.

By the time he left DOL just after four, it had begun to rain. He drove up Wisconsin Avenue in heavy traffic, to pick up Aunt Helen. Normally, the High Holidays were a time for reflection and renewal. For him, Jewish New Year in the fall was more logically in rhythm with the changing seasons than January 1st in the middle of the winter. After evening services, with the children in bed, he and Ell would usually have a glass of port and discuss how the past year had gone and what they would try to do better in the year to come. This year, he didn’t feel ready either to be contemplative or refreshed. He definitely was not looking forward to dinner and evening services, or for that matter going to services on Saturday morning, when the tension with Ell’s mom would be palpable. Mrs. Fessler would have had the night to sleep on the indignity of not being allowed to drive her own grandchildren. She would rehearse what she would say to Ell when the two of them were again alone in the car on Saturday. By the end of the weekend, he anticipated that Ell would be tense with her stomach tied into an acidic knot.

He got to the nursing home, just as the rain and wind increased in intensity. The umbrella was useless and he sprinted to the lobby with it clenched in his fist like a spear. He found his aunt sitting on the edge of her bed. She was wearing a dark blue dress and an old white knit sweater, which was too big for her. She didn’t have her shoes on.

“Hello, Mitchell. Is everybody alright?” she said, looking first surprised and then concerned to see him standing there, water dripping from his raincoat on to the linoleum tiles.

“Of course, we’re all ok. We’re going home for dinner and then to services. It’s Rosh Hashanah. Remember? Where are your shoes?” he said, looking in the closet.

“Stolen. They steal everything here. This is a terrible place.”

He reassured his aunt that no one had stolen her shoes. He checked behind the laundry bag in the closet. He knelt and pulled up the bedspread, stepping on his own raincoat and heard a tearing sound as he stood up. “Damn,” he said to himself. On a hunch, he opened the lowest dresser drawer and found both her shoes and slippers on top of her blouses. He knelt again and gently pushed the low heeled, worn blue shoes over her bunioned feet.

“They knew you were coming and put them back,” she said with conviction. “They’ll steal them again tonight when I’m asleep.”

“No they won’t,” Mitch said, brushing some loose white hair and dandruff from her shoulders and helping her on with her coat. “We’ll put them where they won’t look for them. In the closet,” he said winking at her. She looked at him blankly. She stopped to grab a few tissues from the box on the dresser and stuff them in the sleeve of her sweater. They walked slowly down the hall and she waited with the receptionist while he brought the car around. By the time they got home, the wind had abated and his umbrella protected them from the fine drizzle.

It was clear to him, once they were inside that Ell had not yet explained the driving arrangements to her mother. His mother-in-law was sitting on the sofa with Amy and Josh, looking at the Weekend section of The Washington Post. She reminded Mitch of a Chinese Empress, with her black, lacquered hair perfectly in place. Tonight, she was wearing an elegant black suit with large pearl buttons and round earrings to match. He tactfully complimented her on how well she looked and his mother in law favored him with a smile. So far so good, he thought and sat Aunt Helen down on the other sofa. He went into the kitchen and kissed Ell softly on the back of her neck.

“You smell good,” he said, continuing to hold her.

“Eau de brisket,” she replied, waving the wooden salad spoon toward the oven.

The way she kissed him back told him his part in the argument was forgiven. Josh wandered in and surprised them by agreeing, without complaint, to set the table. Mitch reached up into the cabinet and took down the good wine glasses and the silver candlesticks Aunt Helen had brought with her from New London.

When he went back to the living room, Mrs. Fessler was telling Amy and Aunt Helen about a concert she had been to at The Kennedy Center last Saturday evening. “One part of the evening was a magnificent Mozart violin concerto, a performance you could only dream of. It was exquisite. The audience gave the soloist, this very poised young Japanese girl, a standing ovation. Oh, she played so well. She couldn’t have been more than 20. You know Amy; you should learn to play a musical instrument. It would improve your posture.”

“Which concerto was it?” Aunt Helen asked, ignoring Mrs. Fessler’s comment to Amy.

“I don’t’ remember. It was in the program,” Helga said visibly annoyed at the interruption. “You can’t imagine how good the acoustics are in the Concert Hall,” Mrs. Fessler said, turning back to her granddaughter. “Maybe for your birthday, I can take you to an opera,” she said. “Would you like that?” Amy nodded unenthusiastically. “My first opera was Der Flaubeflote, Mozart’s Magic Flute, at The Vienna Opera House. I was only nine and so excited to be going with my Omi and parents, just like a real grownup.” Mitch knew his daughter’s tastes in music ran primarily to Beyonce and the Jonas Brothers. She definitely was not in to opera. Nor did she think of herself of as a child, yearning to do “grownup things.”

“Time to light the candles and have dinner. We don’t want to be late for services,” Ell sang out from the dining room. As he helped his Aunt to her seat, she said in her audible stage whisper he was beginning to dread, “She doesn’t know anything about Mozart’s music. The violin parts of his serenades are better than most of his concertos. They make you want to cry.” Josh looked from his grandmother to Aunt Helen like a kid in a schoolyard anticipating a fight. Mitch didn’t recall his aunt ever expressing an interest in music. He was so surprised by her comment he blurted out, “How do you know so much about Mozart’s violin music?”

“I just do,” she said, putting her napkin on her lap and firmly pressing her lips together, signaling that she was not going to say anything more about Mozart.

Before her mother could respond, Eleanor intervened, lit the candles and recited the blessing. Dinner went reasonably well after that. Aunt Helen remained quiet and Amy and Josh competed to tell their grandma what they were doing at school. Mrs. Fessler truly enjoyed her grandchildren’s company. Mitch thought this would make it worse when Eleanor had to explain the driving arrangements. He stacked the dishes in the washer while Aunt Helen was in the powder room. Ell sent Amy and Josh upstairs for one more hair brushing before services. Here it comes, he thought as his wife took her mother’s arm and walked toward the alcove.

“I need to talk to you alone. It’s about Amy,” Eleanor said, playing on her mother’s soft spot for her granddaughter. “Why don’t you and I drive to Temple together? Mitch can finish cleaning up and meet us there. We’ll save them seats.” As she went out the front door, Eleanor turned and smiled sweetly at him over her shoulder, as if to say, see that wasn’t so difficult was it? Certainly not worth having a fight over.

Amy and Josh got in the back seat as Mitch buckled Aunt Helen next to him. He pushed the door lock button, more for his aunt than his kids. In a few minutes, they caught up with his mother-in-law driving her maroon Regal slowly up Connecticut Avenue in the left lane. Better for me to be the car behind her, he thought.

“Don’t tail gate Grandma,” Amy admonished him, from the back seat.

“I’ve been driving for longer than you’ve been alive, young lady,” he snapped, but slowed down, tacitly acknowledging his daughter was right.

“Where are the boys?” Aunt Helen interrupted. “Will they be at the services?”

“I think they will,” Mitch replied, not sure who she was talking about.

“Dad, can you just drop us at the front and then go park with Aunt Helen. I’m meeting Len and Nate before services,” Josh said. He was going to tell his son that it was too bad if Aunt Helen embarrassed him and they would enter as a family, but thought better of it.

“Ok, but don’t hang out too long. Rabbi Silver starts promptly at eight.”

Josh bolted out of the car and ran up the front steps. Amy distanced herself from her exuberant brother, purposely walking as dignified and refined as possible. Mitch found a parking place near the handicapped ramp and walked slowly with Aunt Helen into the building.

The Rockville Hebrew Congregation, RHC as it was referred to by the adult members, and Rocky Jew among the boys preparing to be Bar Mitzvahed, shared the building with a Presbyterian Church. The two religions initially had been drawn together more by economic considerations than ecumenism. Over the years they had grown closer and were now more partners in shared sacred space than landlord and tenant. At least three times a year, the Rabbi and the Minister held periodic dialogues on portions of the Old Testament. These were generally well attended by members of both Congregations. A common Seder and Last Supper were held around Passover; in the fall, there was their traditional two congregation Thanksgiving Service and brunch, and there were other joint services to raise money for worthwhile social causes.

Nevertheless, it still was a church. For tonight’s services, the Tablets, made of cloth stretched over a light metal frame, were hung by wires from the ceiling to cover the large wooden crucifix. The Ark, a cabinet on wheels, with the Torah, originally from a synagogue in Czechoslovakia, topped by a glowing reddish orange electric light bulb representing the Eternal Flame, was in the center of the nave. A table covered with white linen stood in front of the altar. The tall Shabbat candles, in their large ornate silver holders, stood on the table like beckoning sentinels. Two raised lecterns flanked the table. A member of the Congregation was earnestly testing the audio system, creating a periodic grating, high pitched screech. The Congregation’s choir was seated in the Church’s chorister, beneath the three-tiered section of chrome colored pipes of the Church’s organ. On the far left, a medium sized pipe, illuminated by a line of recessed lights, was adorned with a golden star, representing the Holy Spirit.

Mrs. Fessler and Eleanor were already seated up front in the second pew in the center. He assumed his mother-in-law had selected the location, the better to hear and to be seen, although she wouldn’t concede her hearing was deteriorating. He sat on the aisle with Aunt Helen next to him. They left space for Amy and Josh to sit between their mother and grandmother. Ell and her mother were chatting with friends in the front pew. Mitch greeted them and introduced Aunt Helen.

“Hello,” she said a bit too loudly, leaning forward. “It’s good to see you.” The man in front of her turned around. He was wearing yarmulke with alternating rich yellow and dark blue triangular patches, like slices of lemon and blueberry pie converging at the center of his head. A tree of life design emblazoned in gold thread was woven around the rim. The elegant fabric was incongruously offset by two metal paper clips which held the yarmulke in place. “Good shabbas to you too, sir.” “Good shabbas,” he replied, looking puzzled, trying to recall if he knew her.

The place was full, as it always was for the High Holidays. Attendance fell off sharply for regular services during the rest of the year, a common problem for most synagogues. The Presbyterian Church had the same difficulty after Christmas and Easter.

Aunt Helen pulled on Mitch’s sleeve. “This is a nice congregation and such a large Temple.”

Mitch wasn’t sure how he would describe the RHC congregation. He and Ell were comfortable just belonging. It had the right combination of tradition without too much Hebrew in the service. They had joined RHC when the children were of Hebrew School age. Friends had recommended the Temple because of the Rabbi. That recommendation had been a good one. Rabbi Silver had a way with young people. He inspired them to be Bar and Bat Mitzvahed, and to maintain their interest and further their Jewish education after turning thirteen. It was remarkable, he thought, because many of their friends were unobservant, like Ell and him. Maybe, he thought, religious observance skipped every other generation. His parents had been fairly religious. He and Ell were not but Josh and Amy seemed more committed. No. That’s not correct, he thought. Neither Ell’s parents nor her grandparents had been observant. Maybe it had something to do with their being Viennese.

His thoughts were interrupted by Josh and Amy who slid into the pew just as Rabbi Silver and the Cantor walked on to the bima. The hum of conversations among the congregants died down as they assumed a respectful, prayerful attitude. Following the blessing and the lighting of the Shabbat candles, Mitch opened the New Union Prayer Book “Gates of Repentance.” He shared it with his aunt, pointing out where they were in the service and helping her to rise when the Ark was opened and the Torah removed and held high.

Aunt Helen saw Mitch smiling at her and smiled back. He was a nice boy, she thought, with a nice family. Their family had always been bright and hardworking. She looked around but couldn’t see very far. Where were the boys, her older brother Ben’s three sons? They should be here. And Lillian, her younger sister?

Remember us unto life, O Eternal One who delights in life and inscribe us in the Book of Life, for Your sake, O God of life, the Rabbi chanted from the Prayer Book.

Life. That was it. Ben was dead. The boys had grown up. Lillian was dead. From cancer. A long time ago. Now she remembered. It was after Mitchell had married but before their children had been born.

Why did Lillian have to die? She belonged alive, vibrant, enjoying her grandchildren. Lillian, the baby of the family had died first. Lord of the Universe, she prayed. Why didn’t you take me instead of Lilly? I am old and useless now. She shuddered with her burden.

Mitch put his arm around Aunt Helen’s shoulder. He thought she was deeply moved. I wonder how long it has been since she was in a synagogue? The Cantor’s deep, sonorous voice, accompanied by the delicate sounds of his zither, filled the hall. Mitch continued to support his aunt as the Congregation remained standing. Rabbi Silver, recited first in Hebrew and then in English:

Master of all the living. Your ways are ways of love. You remember the faithfulness of our ancestors, and in love bring redemption to their children’s children, for the sake of Your name.

What love and what children, Helen thought. Her love had long since been extinguished. Oh yes, in the name of religion and for the purity of the Jewish people. Her brother Ben, may he be eternally damned, the patriarch of the family since Mother and Papa had died, had ruined her life and destroyed her love. He had forbidden her to see Vittorio, marrying her off in such haste to that no good drunken Jewish baker, as if she were already ‘damaged goods.’ On their wedding night, Tomashefsky had forced himself on her, raping her, and then stolen her dowry and abandoned her in less than three months. She could have borne that and started over, if Vittorio had lived. They could have been happy together as outcasts from both their religions. They would have had each other and their music. Oh, what violin duets they had played. Her spirits had soared to the highest heavens, lifted by the sounds of their music. Vittorio had said great music, when married to a special occasion, could transport performers to a higher level of beauty and artistry. Like a premiere of a Verdi or Puccini opera. He had told her, for him, every time they played together was such an occasion. She had understood then that the true meaning of passion was when two people created such perfection, not the carnal, bestial lust of that drunk, Tomashefsky.

All that had been beautiful had gone from the world when Vittorio died. Even now she could remember his dark good looks, the humor in his eyes, his long, sensitive fingers. He had not been strong enough. He shouldn’t have given up hope. She had cursed Ben to his face, when he had told her Vittorio had died. She had screamed at him that Vittorio’s soul was on her brother’s head. He had replied contemptuously that Catholics have no soul. That was when she had turned her back on Judaism and her brother. She had returned to her small apartment, mercifully now empty with Tomashefsky gone, climbed up on the folding metal stepladder and taken her violin case down from the closet shelf. She hadn’t even opened it one last time to hold the violin. Instead, she had wrapped the case in rags soaked with cleaning fluid, and burned it in the alley. She had waited until the fire had completely consumed it, ground the ashes into the pavement stones and walked away.

She had left New York City with its memories of concert halls where she and Vittorio had gone, paying for Standing Room Only tickets because that was all they could afford, the Jewish restaurants on the lower East Side and the ones in Little Italy, alike in their warmth and boisterous noise, where the food was cheap and no one cared if they were of the same religion or not, Trinity Church where they had sat on the hard wooden pews and listened, in hushed awe to the magnificence of Bach’s Oratorio, the parks where they had walked and talked, the stores where they had bought sheet music, all the places which had witnessed their true, pure love.

They were up to the Aveinu Malkeinu- Our Father Our King. She felt Mitchell helping her to stand and bowed her head as she heard the words in Hebrew and translated them in her mind. Words learned by rote as a little girl.

Our Father, our King, have compassion on us and our children.

Yes, the children I never had with Vittorio. Would You, Lord of the Universe, have had compassion for Catholic-Jewish children?

Would you have had compassion for the soul of the father of such children?

Our Father, our King, make an end to sickness, war and famine.

Why pray for that when the deserving, like Lilly, die too early to see her grandchildren; and the self-righteous, like our brother Ben, live too long.

Our Father, our King, inscribe us for blessing in the Book of Life.

For whom should she pray for blessings and long life? Who was left to pray for? Who of their extended family remained in Poland? How many had been wiped out? Once she had seen a gravestone in a cemetery. Had it been in New London? She couldn’t remember. It had simply stated “For the Unknown Beloved” and listed their dates of death from 1939 to 1945. The Poles had always been anti-Semitic. There was no changing them. No, she rejected God. God had rejected her. It had been her brother’s false piety that had ruined her life and killed Vittorio.

Our Father, our King, let the New Year be a good year for us.

Not for her. Better to be dead and gone. Let Him end the pain she always had in her heart. If her bitterness offended Him, let Him end it. He hadn’t taken her when she desired it the most. When Lillian was dying. When Lillian had died. She knew He wouldn’t take her now. To spite her because she wanted to die. Why worship a spiteful God?

Our Father, our King, be gracious and answer us, for we have little merit. Treat us generously and with kindness, and be our help.

She felt someone’s arm around her shoulder, helping her up again. It was Mitchell. Sometimes, he looked so much like Lillian. So did Amy, but Josh even more.

“Oh Lord of the Universe,” she begged silently. “Protect my sister’s children and their children’s children forever. Amen.”

They stood as a congregation once more for the final blessing of the evening. The service ended just after 10 pm, followed by announcements and the usual exhortations to become more active in the congregation and not just be a High Holiday Jew. While most of the worshipers moved slowly down the main aisle into the Church’s narthex and down the front steps, Mitch, Eleanor and the family went out the side ramp to the car. Amy and Josh, without prompting, wished their grandmother a Happy New Year, dutifully kissing her goodnight before tumbling into the back seat of the Taurus.

“I’ll meet you at Temple, tomorrow morning,” Mrs. Fessler said, waving good-bye. “Eleanor, find some time to be with me after services. I want to continue our talk some more.” Mitch raised an eyebrow questioningly. “Later” was all Ell replied.

Mitch returned from his late night walk with Oliver and found Ell smiling and waiting in the living room, the bottle of port on the glass coffee table, two filled glasses and Miles Davis’ “Love Songs” on the cd player.

“You look very satisfied with yourself,” he said, smiling and sitting down next to her. “So, what was this about wanting to talk to your mother about Amy?”

“My mother shouldn’t favor Amy over Josh but she does. She didn’t have any brothers and her own upbringing was decidedly matriarchic. She wants Amy to be close to her. So I played on that and asked her advice on how to handle some problems Amy has.”

“What problems?” he asked anxiously.

“Don’t look so worried. They’re natural young girl problems related to her first period and her ‘budding’ sexuality. I know how to handle it. I just took mother into my confidence. She thinks she came up with what I should tell Amy. We had a nice talk about how her mother had spoken to her about sex when she was a teenager. Of course they got their periods later in the good old days.”

“Ahh, clever you,” he said, leaning over to kiss her. “And that’s what’s to be continued tomorrow?”

“Yes. I want to head my mother off on dragging Amy to the opera. Maybe instead, the three of us will go out for a ladies only brunch. I’ll see what she thinks of that idea. How do you think Aunt Helen liked the service?”

“She really seemed into it. I don’t know the last time she was in a synagogue. She was brought up Orthodox but I thought she followed along all right. The prayers and chants are the same so she knew them. They’re familiar and maybe they triggered memories of better times for her.”

“Want to have our usual discussion about where we are in our lives?”

“I want to drink another glass of port, listen to Miles and take you up to bed.”

“That too. But first, let’s talk a little.”

[image: image]




  



Chapter Five
 

It had been two weeks since Amina had come to work with her head and shoulders covered by brightly colored shawls. She prayed during her morning and afternoon breaks, by herself, in the small room adjacent to the Chapel. She had intended to talk to Ms. Bernstein. There never seemed to be a right moment. She had been apprehensive when Ms. Bernstein had asked to meet with her, steeling herself to be terminated on the spot. So be it, she had thought. I am who I am and that is more important to me.

Instead, after complimenting Amina on how pretty she looked, and noting with a sigh of relief that the schedule at the Home was returning to normal after Rosh Hashonah and Yom Kippur, Ms. Bernstein had asked Amina to provide special attention to a new resident, Helen Plonsker. They were still evaluating her. Her long term memory appeared to be good. Her short term memory was not. She frequently suffered from hallucinations. She was not a threat to herself or others but, at times, could be verbally abusive toward the other residents. Family members visited on weekends but were not able to provide much support during the week. Ms. Bernstein wanted Amina to try to get Helen to interact with others and gently coax her to become involved in some of the Home’s activities. At the same time, Amina should note down her behavior, test her memory, and observe any language abnormalities.

Amina walked from the Metro to the Hebrew Home, juggling in her mind how to divide her break time between being with Ms. Plonsker and praying before noon. It was one of those warm October days, before the first hard frost, when it could have been spring, but for the glorious fall foliage. Amina loved the D.C. area in the early fall and spring. She hated winter, even the relatively mild ones of Washington as compared to Minneapolis.

On the dark cold, dreary days as the days became shorter, she had developed a game to spiritually ward off the cold. She would picture the grounds of the Hebrew Home in full spring time bloom. First, there would be the magnolias followed by the Home’s azaleas, their bright pinks, reds, purples and whites, a muted splash of color on either side of the entrance, becoming more brilliant as the sun rose higher. After the late April rains, when the faded magnolia blossoms lay like a brown blanket on the ground, the magnificent dogwoods, late blooming cherry trees and redbuds would open. One of the African American nursing assistants had told her the dogwood flower symbolized the crucifixion, the white blossom in the shape of the Cross and the red center, Christ’s blood. Amina didn’t care if others thought of it as a Christian tree. It was proof of Allah’s hand in the beauty of the world. Besides, she reasoned, Moslems accepted Jesus of Nazareth as a prophet, even saying “Peace be with him,” when they uttered his name, as they did when they mentioned the Prophet Mohamed. For Moslems, he simply was not the Son of God. Today, she thought, engrossed in her vision of the Hebrew Home in spring, even though it was only fall, it was a gorgeous day to sit in the garden. Other residents would be outside. This morning, she decided she would take Helen Plonsker to the courtyard garden.

There was a lull in her work around 10:30 when she knocked on Mrs. Plonsker’s door and found her sitting in her chair, staring at her wristwatch.

“Mrs. Plonsker, do you recognize me? I am one of your aides. My name is Amina. May I come in?”

“Ameena,” Helen said, questioningly. “What kind of name is that?”

“It is pronounced Amina,” she replied, speaking slowly and emphasizing the first vowel. “I am from Somalia.”

“Never heard of it, “Helen snapped. “So why do you sound British?” she asked suspiciously.

“My teachers all spoke with English accents.”

Helen stared at her wrist again. “I need a watchmaker. It’s broken. Do you know a good watchmaker ?” She looked at Amina for the first time. “He doesn’t have to be from England.”

Amina smiled. “We will have to try and find one. Then, since it is such a nice day we can go sit outside in the garden.”

“What for,” Helen said sharply, looking at Amina distrustfully.

“To feel the warmth of the sun and to breathe in fresh air,” Amina replied.

“I need my watch fixed first,” Helen insisted, remaining focused on the issue most important to her. Amina undid the buckle on the worn brown strap and took the watch off Helen’s thin wrist. It was an old Bulova, oval in shape with a silver case and Roman numerals. The hands were stopped at ten of eight. She thought it must be very hard for Helen to see the numbers, with her poor eyesight. She noticed a clump of threads from the frayed grey buttoned cuff of Helen’s blouse caught in the stem. While getting dressed, Helen must have pulled the stem to the open position. She looked at her own watch, reset Helen’s to the current time, pushed the stem back until it clicked, gently rewound it and watched the sweep of the second hand.

“I think it is working properly again and there is no need to find a watchmaker,” she said, handing the Bulova back to her. Helen looked at it for a minute and then let Amina help her strap it on.

“Good. It’s so hard to find a reliable watchmaker these days. Can you fix my bunions?”

Amina laughed. “No, I cannot do that, Mrs. Plonsker. But, if you would like, I can find someone to look at them for you. If you do not want to walk, I will help you into your wheelchair and we can go to the garden”

“Are you trying to get me to eat my vegetables? Is that why we’re going to the garden?” Helen asked as she let Amina gently place her arms into her old cardigan white sweater and guide her into the chair.

“No, no, Ms. Plonsker, not at all,” Amina said shaking her head and smiling and kneeling down to fold the chrome foot rests under Helen’s feet. Helen grabbed both of Amina’s forearms tightly and looked fiercely into her eyes. “I like vegetables. I just don’t like being told to eat them. You have beautiful teeth. They must have good vegetables in,” she paused, trying to remember where Amina had said she was from. “In your country,” she said completing the sentence. Amina immediately liked Helen for trying to cover her memory loss by searching for other words.

She told her about the tomatoes, ripe and full of juice and bursting with flavor, thick leafy lettuce heads, and fat succulent cucumbers and the abundant fruit grown in Jowhar and Afgoi and brought by donkey cart to Mogadishu. She remembered mangoes and papayas, sweet bananas, lemons, limes, watermelons so large you needed to hire a boy with a wooden wheelbarrow to take them home. By the time they came off the elevator and went outside, Amina was describing the different kinds of fresh fish, caught early in the morning and bought by her mother for dinner that same day. She had made herself depressed, talking so much about her childhood, her home and her mother. She put on her sunglasses so Helen would not see the tears in her eyes.

Three other women from the third floor were grouped around the stone fountain with the bronze water lily sculpture. She wheeled Helen over.

“Good morning, ladies” Amina said cheerfully. Only Mrs. Cohen, who had an oxygen tube in her nose responded. Mrs. Greenfield glared at them, and Mrs. Davidson seemed to be nodding off, a purring noise, not quite yet a snore, coming from her lips.

“So nice to meet you,” Helen said to none of the three in particular. She beckoned Amina to bend over.

“I’m not who you think I am,” she whispered loudly. “Let’s move away from these others. They are just gossiping,” she said, pointing at the trio. Mrs. Cohen was engrossed in reading the newspaper. Mrs. Greenfield was still glaring and Mrs. Davidson was clearly in a deep sleep.

Amina moved Helen’s wheelchair to the other side of the fountain, where there was a small stone sculpture of a sea otter, lying on its back. It had copper wires for whiskers and its claws, painted black, clutched a large closed shell. She knew the bare wooden trellis behind them would, by mid May, be filled with purple wisteria, their fragrance attracting bees and sometimes, small birds to nest in its vines. Just the thought of the flowering wisteria reminded her of the bougainvillea on the wall of her family’s home in Mogadishu. Her childhood home of warm, pleasant memories. Gone forever.

“Have you been back to your country,” Helen asked, as if she had heard Amina’s thoughts.

Amina shook her head. “No, I cannot go home.”

“Me neither.” Helen took Amina’s hand and squeezed it. Amina felt such a rush of compassion for this tiny woman, her knees almost buckled. She sat down quickly on the low wall of the fountain next to the sea otter. A bronze plaque proclaimed the sculpture had been donated by Harry and Martha Weinstein.

“I’ll tell you a secret. I have a Hebrew name. No one, not even the FBI knows it.”

Amina knew that Jews had Hebrew names. They normally were required for the death certificates the Home issued when a resident passed away. She guessed that the names were given to Jewish children at birth, but she wasn’t sure. She didn’t understand why Jews would tell the police or the FBI their Hebrew names.

“I’ll tell you my Hebrew name if you promise not to tell anyone.”

“I do not need to know it, Ms. Plonsker.”

“I want you to know it. It’s because we both can’t go home.” Helen sat silently, as if undecided what to do. “It’s Hinda Malka,” she said quickly. “What do you think?” She looked up at Amina from her wheelchair, waiting for a reply.

“Hinda Malka,” Amina repeated softly. “It is a very pretty name.”

“My parents gave it to me. I’ll tell momma tonight that I told you.”

“It was very nice of you to let me know your secret name, Helen. May I call you Helen?

“Yes, but never the other name.” She became agitated. “Never the other name. Never,” she said emphatically. “We don’t want the others to know.” She gestured with her head to the other side of the fountain.

“I promise, Helen. I will never tell anyone.”

“Do you have a secret name?”

Amina didn’t hestitate. “I have a real name. Amina Farah Musa. It is also a secret. You must not tell anyone.”

“I won’t,” Helen said. “Now that we’ve told each other secrets, we’re sisters, just like me and Lillian. When I see her tonight, I’ll tell her about you.”

Amina reproached herself. What had compelled her to tell Helen she was a Moslem? How could she rely on secrecy from this frail little woman who talked to her deceased mother and sister in her sleep? She had been overcome by her thoughts of her mother and memories of growing up in Mogadishu. In that unguarded state, she had lost control. She pressed her lips together in frustration, wishing too late that her lips had been sealed. She looked at her watch. It was just about lunchtime. She saw Josephine, the Jamaican nurses’ aide from their third floor section coming into the garden to take the other ladies upstairs. She wheeled Helen back to where they were sitting.

“Josephine. Help me get these ladies into the cafeteria. It will give me a chance for Ms. Plonsker to get to know them better. I will feed them lunch down here.”

“Time for lunch lovely ladies,” Josephine said cheerfully, gently shaking Mrs. Davidson to wake her. “My back has been hurting me so,” she said to Amina. “It’s because of the lifting of some of these ladies. Not all of them are little old Jewish women, are they now?” she said, unlocking the brakes on Mrs. Davidson’s chair.

“I’d like to sit at a table by a window,” Mrs. Cohen said, looking up at Josephine. “The light will make it easier for me to read.” She had an electric chair with a platform on the back for her oxygen tank. She backed away from the fountain, put it in forward and waited for Josephine to open the doors to the cafeteria.

“Don’t you be going to read too much that you forget to eat, Mrs. Cohen.,” Josephine called after her. Amina followed Josephine and left Helen and Mrs. Cohen at a table.

“You be taking on a lot with Mrs. Greenfield this lunch” Josephine said, as she and Amina went back into the garden. “She’s a screamer. I don’t mind saying it’ll be easier for the others and me upstairs. If she be carrying on and disturbing the cafeteria, bring her right up. Don’t you hesitate a moment.” Amina nodded. Of all her co-workers, she liked Josephine the best. She recognized and returned favors and shared rather than tried to avoid the work involving the more difficult residents. Perhaps, because she was Jamaican and familiar with British accents, she didn’t think Amina was putting on airs, as did most of the other CNAs.

Mrs. Greenfield was confined to a wheel chair and generally unaware of her surroundings. Except at mealtimes. She had become attuned to the rhythm and unbroken routine of her son David’s visits. He had faithfully come every day after work to feed her dinner, either in the cafeteria or in the dining area on the third floor. Several months ago, at age 54, David had collapsed and died at his desk. Of a brain aneurysm. After that, Mrs. Greenfield would sit at her table in the third floor dining area, waiting for her son. Every night, when her tray was placed before her, she would begin her incessant chant-“Gadda help me, gadda help me, gadda help me, gadda, gadda, gadda,” her voice rising higher and higher with each demand. It disturbed the other residents who had to share the same area. Some shouted to her to shut up. Others became visibly upset and wouldn’t eat. Once, Mr. Paul, a retired naval engineer with a beatific smile on his face, threw a steamed yam and hit Mrs. Greenfield in the forehead. She hadn’t missed a beat. “Gadda help me, gadda, gadda, gadda.” When it was really bad, the CNAs took turns feeding Mrs. Greenfield in her room, placing a greater burden on the remaining assistants who had to watch, feed, and clean up for the other residents eating in the common room.

Sometimes, Mrs. Greenfield thought the other residents were her children and that she was responsible for their eating dinner. Some nights, she would refuse to eat, until ‘her children had finished.’ Other times, she would yell at the residents seated at her table that the owner of the restaurant was watching them to make sure they ate their food.

This afternoon, Amina saw Mrs. Greenfield was in her glaring mode and thought that she might be able to manage all four of them. She brought Mrs. Greenfield’s tray first, in the hopes that she would start eating, before she saw the trays of the others. Amina selected what she recalled Mrs. Greenfield had eaten yesterday, a tuna fish sandwich, vegetable soup, apple juice and a chocolate cupcake. She helped Mrs. Cohen out of her windbreaker first and took her next, because she was generally set in her ways for lunch and moved through the line quickly. True to form, Mrs. Cohen selected her usual- cottage cheese, a few crackers, jello for desert and coffee. She would ask for ice cream after she finished, “Just a little vanilla scoop, to put in my coffee,” she would say smiling. “You know how the artificial sugars don’t agree with me.” Mrs. Davidson was confused, apparently expecting her tray, with the food already on it, to be placed in front of her. Amina helped her choose and got her back to the table and wheeled Helen to the food line. So far so good. Mrs. Greenfield seemed to be behaving.

“You told me about the fruit in…” Again Helen struggled to remember. “Your country. What do you think of the fruit salad.”

“It is not as fresh but it is a good variety.”

“Does it have orange in it? I like oranges.”

“No, but I can get you a whole orange.”

“That’s what I want, the fruit salad, an orange, and some cooked vegetables, a Danish, and a cup of coffee.” Amina silently blessed Helen for deciding quickly, took the tray from the server behind the counter, added a bowl of soup and an apple for herself, and pushed the wheelchair through the automatic double doors and back to the table. No sooner had she pulled up a chair and rearranged the napkin as a bib for Mrs. Davidson, then Mrs. Cohen made her request for her vanilla ice cream. Amina got up, went to the self serve ice cream freezer and as she came back to the table, Mrs. Greenfield started ordering the others to eat everything on their plate, or else there would be no dessert for them. Mrs. Cohen meekly held up her plate to show it was clean. Mrs. Greenfield nodded permission for her to eat her ice cream.

Amina saw the laser like focus in Mrs. Greenfield’s eyes and tried to block her arm as she went for Helen’s Danish, but was not quick enough. Mrs. Greenfield’s fingers grabbed the sweet pastry lengthwise and, squeezed it tightly. Her arm accidentally knocked over Helen’s styrofoam coffee cup. The coffee flooded Helen’s tray, eddying around the fruit salad bowl and lapping up against the orange. Helen’s eyes narrowed, she reached for her plastic fork, picked up a cooked broccoli stalk instead and stabbed it into the back of Mrs. Greenfield’s hand, at the same time emitting a loud karate like scream. Mrs. Greenfield dropped the sweet pastry. Helen snatched it up, dipped the Danish into the coffee sloshing around on her tray and proceeded to eat it while making loud smacking noises. Mrs. Greenfield rocked back and forth, alternately licking the broccoli off the back of her hand, as if she had been cut to the bone and chanting, ‘gadda help me, gadda help me, gadda help me,’ in a rising crescendo. Amina stood up, enveloping Mrs. Greenfield in her arms and rocked with her, making soothing quiet noises. Gradually, Mrs. Greenfield’s cries subsided. Amina asked an aide at a nearby table, whom she vaguely knew, to keep an eye on the other three residents and took Mrs. Greenfield upstairs to the third floor. She left her with Josephine, quickly explaining what had happened and went back to the cafeteria. Mrs. Cohen was reading her newspaper, Mrs. Davidson was asleep, Mr. Paul was now sitting where Mrs. Greenfield had been and Helen had finished the Danish and had started on what remained of her broccoli.

She smiled at Amina. “I always eat my vegetables,” she said grinning, revealing a piece of green broccoli stalk stuck between her two upper front teeth.

Mr. Paul sat quietly at the table, smiling at some inner thought. He was one of three male residents on the third floor. He was tall and slim, with a full head of long steel grey hair, parted in the middle. Although he still stood ramrod straight, he shuffled when he walked, moving his slippered feet in small whispering steps. He rarely spoke, just nodded and smiled, as if he was either bemused by what was going on around him, or enjoying some private joke he didn’t care to share with any one. “Who are you?,” Helen said to Mr. Paul. Mr. Paul continued smiling but didn’t answer.

“This is Mr. Paul,” Amina said. “He lives on the same floor as you do.” Her soup was cold.

“He had something to do with making ships for the navy,” Mrs. Cohen added, putting down her newspaper. “I talked to his son when they visited around Christmas. His daughter in law is not Jewish,” she said disapprovingly.

“What difference does that make,” Helen snapped, turning in her chair to confront Mrs. Cohen. Amina was surprised by the vehemence in her voice. She decided now was not the time to leave the two ladies. Amina cut her apple into quarters and started nibbling on a piece.

“Well, I just thought with the children and all,” Mrs. Cohen’s voice trailed off, intimidated by Helen’s fierce stare.

“The children,” Helen snorted “Of course, the children, the children.” She repeated that to herself while picking at crumbs from the Danish that had fallen on her grey blouse, staining it with coffee. She stared at the spots for a while, and tried to erase them with the tissue she had taken from her sleeve. She glared again at Mrs. Cohen. “They’re not bastards, you know,” she said vehemently and resumed mumbling to herself, “The children, The children. The excuse is always the children.”

Helen looked up from rubbing the coffee stains, surprised to see Mr. Paul still at the table. “Do you know Admiral Rickover?” she asked him.

Amina noticed the lessening of Helen’s compulsive wiping at the stains and a slackening of the tenseness of her body. She quickly went for a bowl of hot soup.

When she returned, Helen was telling Mr. Paul that the “high muckety mucks” didn’t like this Admiral. She would have to ask someone what that meant.
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Chapter Six
 

There was a shortage of hearing officers for appeals. That was the official reason they gave him for the date of February 5th. Mitch persisted and Montgomery County rescheduled Aunt Helen’s appeal for January 18th, when he chaired the mid month meeting to review the preliminary consumer price index numbers. He asked for another day and they pushed it back to the January 28th, the last Friday of the month, one week earlier than originally scheduled. He gave up and accepted it.

Three days before the hearing date, Mitch came back from a meeting on consumer price index figures and had a voice mail message from a Mrs. Sherman of Montgomery County Social Services. She would be representing the County and wanted to make sure his aunt would be there.

“Why does she have to come to the appeal hearing, Mrs. Sherman?” He was irritable, having been placed on hold, after first going through an automated and interminable telephone menu to reach her, and being subjected to commercials interspersed with loud music.

“Because, Mr. Farber, you’re not her legal guardian,” she said in a clipped, official voice. “There is no court record that you are. The County’s rules require that she either appear in person or be represented by her legal guardian. You may speak for her but she must be present,” Mrs. Sherman said emphatically. “If we denied her eligibility and she then sued us because she hadn’t been at the hearing, where would we be?”

“If the County were so logical there wouldn’t be a need for a hearing in the first place,” he shot back.

“Now, Mr. Farber,” she said in a more conciliatory tone. “You filed your appeal and we have to have a hearing pursuant to our regulations. I’ll see you and Ms. Plonsker at the hearing.”

That Friday, he picked Aunt Helen up early at the Nursing Home.

“You look nice, darling,” Aunt Helen said, stroking his suit jacket, as they drove to Rockville. “Where are we going today?” He told her again that this was a hearing to get Montgomery County to pay part of the fees for the nursing home.

“I don’t understand, Mitchell. Why should Montgomery County pay for me? Why doesn’t New London pay it? That’s where I lived.”

“That’s not the choice, Aunt Helen. It’s either Montgomery County or Eleanor and me.”

She was silent and he thought she was thinking about that. “The Bible lies.” She spat out the words.

“What? Why do you say that?”

“The Bible says it is a blessing to grow old and the elderly are treated with respect. It’s better to die instead of being put away in a place like that. They steal your clothes, Mitchell. They don’t ask and they don’t return them. They use them for costumes. When’s Halloween?”

“In a few days, Aunt Helen.”

“See, I told you,” she said triumphantly. “Mitchell, what are you wearing for Halloween?

They were stopped at a light. He reached over and took her hand, hoping to get beyond this fantasy and focus her on her appeal. “What would you like me to be dressed up as?” he said jokingly.

“Mozart,” she said. “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.” Her expression was serious. “I would try but they took all the clothes I have except what I’m wearing. I was going to fluff my hair out to make it look like a wig.”

“Your clothes are in your room, Aunt Helen. I’ll show you when we get back.”

“Why do you contradict me, Mitchell? My clothes are missing. Otherwise, I’m crazy and belong in a lunatic asylum. Do you think I’m crazy, Mitchell?”

“No, Aunt Helen, I don’t,” he said hastily. “I think you’re just forgetting where you put your things. That’s all.” Time to try and prepare her for the hearing. “Do you remember about coming down from New London and staying with us for a few days before moving into the Nursing Home.” He had almost slipped and said before we put you in the Home.

“Of course, darling, I remember.”

“Well, we’re going to a hearing and they may ask you some questions” He explained the purpose of the hearing again and told her to simply answer whatever questions they asked her as best she could.

“Will you be in the room Mitchell?”

“Yes, of course I will.”

“Good. The two of us. We’ll show them.” She smiled resolutely, which did not reassure him.

He parked in a space reserved for handicapped close to the main entrance so that Aunt Helen would not have to walk too far. They rode the elevator up to the fourth floor and took seats in the waiting room. When her name was called, Mitch helped her up and walked slowly with her down the bare walled hall to a windowless room. Inside was a long wooden table and several maroon, vinyl backed chairs, some of them torn, others with dark black stains, of indeterminable origin, on the seats. Mrs. Sherman introduced herself. The hearing officer sat at the end of the table farthest from the door. A small, oak, wooden stand proclaimed his name, G. R. Williams, printed in large block letters. He rose and shook hands with Mitch, greeted Aunt Helen, sat down and opened her file. He was a small, white haired man with the weary air of a person who had been hearing administrative cases all of his life and was waiting for the one final appeal of his career to usher him into retirement. The stack of folders on the table indicated that the appeal of one Ms. Helen Plonsker was not his last.

Mitch and Aunt Helen sat on one side of the table. Mrs. Sherman was on the other.

“I’ll take notes of what is said, but nothing is being recorded. You are expected to tell the truth although I don’t administer an oath,” Mr. Williams said, looking at Aunt Helen. “Shall we begin, Ms. Plonsker? This seems like a simple matter. The County claims that you are a DC resident and therefore not entitled to coverage by the County for a portion of the fees charged by the Greater Bethesda Hebrew Home for the Elderly,” he said in quick, clipped phrases. “The District of Columbia claims that you are a transient and not a DC resident. Do you want to state your position, or will your nephew speak for you?” He waited for Mitch or Aunt Helen to respond.

Before Mitch could say anything, Aunt Helen blurted out, “I’ve always disliked old people. Now that I’m old, I hate them even more. That’s my position, what’s yours?”

“Mr. Hearing Officer, let me speak for my aunt,” Mitch said quickly.

“Go ahead, Mr. Farber. And call me Mr. Williams. It’s an informal hearing.”

“Wait, Mitchell.” He stopped, afraid to hear what Aunt Helen would say now.

“Are you related to Charles Williams? His wife, Virginia was one of my best customers in New London. She always bought at least three hats at Easter time.” Aunt Helen paused, as if trying to pull more details from her memory. “She was a size 6 and 7/8. She had a small head and looked her best in light pastels because it flattered her complexion. Her hair was reddish brown, you see, which went very well with a soft rose color,” Helen said, as if Virginia Williams was in the room trying on hats. “Charles was an officer on the Nautilus, I think for the first two cruises, or maybe it was three,” she said, cocking her head, trying to remember. “He was a polite young man, very bright and intelligent. Very certain of himself. I’m sure you know what I mean. He went on to command his own submarine and then,” she stopped, looking confused, “I just can’t remember what happened to him. But,” she said pointing her finger at Mr. Williams, “if you’re a relative of his, I’m sure you’re intelligent also.”

Mr. Williams shook his head. “Thank you, Ms. Plonsker but I’m not related.” He had a bemused expression on his face. “I will try to decide this case intelligently, though.” He nodded to Mitch. “Mr. Farber, please proceed.”

Mitch quickly explained the circumstances which had led up to his moving his aunt from New London, the condition of her apartment, the absence of the promised opening at the nursing home and the brief stay at their house. He recounted her falling and embellished a bit, to emphasize her need for constant care. “If we had the financial resources to provide proper round the clock nursing care at home, we’d have my aunt live with us. But we don’t. We can’t afford it.”

Aunt Helen’s head had dropped down on her chest and she seemed to have nodded off during Mitch’s presentation. Suddenly, she jerked her head up. “I don’t understand what this is all about,” she said angrily. “I’m an old lady and I sleep too much, I don’t like people and I don’t like myself. Our family is educated. We stand up for each other. No one should hurt my nephew. None of you.” She pointed a long bony finger at Mr. Williams and Mrs. Sherman.

“No one is going to hurt Mr. Farber,” Mr. Williams assured her. “Mrs. Sherman, anything for the County?”

“We’ve submitted our written statement. We’ll rely on that.”

Mr. Williams rearranged the papers in front of him. “The question is what the regulations require,” he said, directing his comments to Mitch and Mrs. Sherman. “Their purpose is to prevent a drain upon the County’s resources by an influx of DC residents. The District denies that Ms. Plonsker is a resident and has classified her as a transient. Mr. Farber has told us about moving his aunt down from another State to become a resident of a nursing home in Montgomery County. A practice I note, which is not prohibited by the regulations. She lived, but did not reside, for a brief period, just a matter of days really, within the District, staying at her nephew’s house. Obviously, from Ms. Plonsker’s comments here today, she considers herself to have been a resident of New London, Connecticut. The County will not be exposed to paying for DC residents by requiring it to provide coverage for this woman. I conclude that she satisfies the Regulations currently in force as a resident from another State moving into a nursing home located in Montgomery County. The portion of the Bethesda Hebrew Home for the Elderly fees allowed to be paid for by the County shall be paid in her case, effective as of this date. The appeal is sustained.” He stood up, shook hands with Mitch and Mrs. Sherman. He walked around the table to where Aunt Helen was sitting and extended his hand. She took it in both of hers.

“It was so nice to meet you,” she said. “I hope to see you again soon.”

As they left the room, Mitch stopped Mrs. Sherman in the hall. “You didn’t put up much of an argument.”

“As I said, we submitted a written statement of position. Besides, it has cost you four months’ payments. Mr. Williams didn’t make his decision retroactive.”

“Thank you for your consideration,” Aunt Helen said to Mrs. Sherman. “It was nice of you to come. I hope to see you again soon.”

Mrs. Sherman smiled. “You’ve a fine nephew, Ms. Plonsker. It’s nice to a see a family stick together. Goodbye and good luck to you.”

It was only after he was buckled in that he noticed the pink card under the windshield wiper. It was $50 for illegally parking in a handicapped space.

“Damn,” he said, putting the ticket in his jacket pocket and getting back in the car.

“What is it darling? Aunt Helen asked.

“Nothing. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“Well, how did we do? she asked on the way back to the Hebrew Home.

“We did all right, Aunt Helen. It turned out fine.”

“Good. I didn’t want to lose my social security.” She smiled at him.” You’re a good person Mitchell. We are all good people. Mother told me that last night.”

“That’s nice, Aunt Helen. I’m glad.”

They made it back to the Home just before lunch. Aunt Helen moved slowly down the cafeteria line, pushing her walker, looking at the wrapped sandwiches, fruit salads and choices of hot plates. She seemed overwhelmed by too many choices and frozen in place by indecision. Mitch impatiently tried to hurry her along, his arm around her back, pressuring her to move forward. She put a sandwich on her tray and shuffled slowly down the counter. Then, she changed her mind. Slowly and laboriously she reversed her walker, bumping into people, and trundling against the flow, she went back and placed her wrapped sandwich among slices of pie. She saw something else, broke into the line, provoking a squawk of surprise from another resident, chose another dish and bewildered, looked around for her nephew.

Exasperated, Mitch gave up trying to hurry her along. He decided to stay with Aunt Helen and go home afterwards. No sense fighting his way downtown in traffic, only to spend a few hours in the office. Finally, she picked out a hot meal of meat loaf, mashed potatoes and cooked carrots. He got her settled at a small table by the window looking out on an inner garden. He went back and selected a salad, a cup of split pea soup with a roll and a Coke. She ate almost everything on her plate, slowly chewing her food while looking around the dining room. Mitch noticed that, outside of the few hired special nurses feeding patients this Friday afternoon, he was the only non-residents in the room.

“Mitchell, could you get me a cup of hot coffee, and if they have an orange, that would be nice.” He went back on line, explained to the cashier the coffee and orange were for his aunt, so there was no charge. On impulse he bought a chocolate brownie for himself. Ell would disapprove, pointing out that the salad did not justify the brownie.

He returned to find Aunt Helen engaged in an animated conversation with a young woman, her round face framed by a stylish, tangle of brown reddish curls, the kind in Hair Cuttery ads on Metro buses. She wore dangling silver earrings with a deep purple stone to match the color of her fingernails. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Molly Bernstein, your aunt’s social worker.” She didn’t get up but shook his hand firmly, welcoming him with a broad smile. Her freckled cheeks were full, almost Inuit looking, which gave her eyes a more elongated, cheerful appearance.

“Surely not her personal one?” he asked, letting his voice rise at the end of the sentence to indicate he was not taking her literally.

“No,” she said laughing. “For your aunt’s floor. She’s a pistol. What my grandfather used to call the cat’s meow.” She turned back and continued chatting with Aunt Helen as if they were old friends. Aunt Helen was telling Molly about Admiral Rickover and the hat shop. He listened without interrupting. To him, his aunt seemed more involved in the give and take of normal conversation. Molly invited Helen to come to services at 7:00 pm.

“I’ll do my best, but I can’t promise you,” Helen replied. “I may have visitors.”

“You just try, Helen,” Molly said as she got up to leave. “Can you drop in and see me, Mr.Farber? Before you go? My office is on the main floor, Room 112.”

“Sure,” he said, wondering if he should be concerned about something his aunt had done.

He spent some time with Aunt Helen in her room, showing her that her clothing and shoes were back where they belonged, and helping her to find her denture cleaner, which inexplicably was lying in a shoe in her closet. Ell called him on his cell and he briefly told her they won the appeal, and held the phone up to his aunt’s ear. He could hear his wife congratulating Aunt Helen who replied in monosyllables, unsure which part to speak into, looking for the mouthpiece on the telephones she was used to. She was tired when he left her slumped in the chair near the window, the sun shining on her white hair. He stopped at the nurses assistants’ station to make sure they knew she was back in her room and went downstairs to find Molly’s office.

“Ms. Bernstein,” he said announcing himself, as entered. She was sitting with her back to the window, typing on her computer.

“Come in. Call me Molly. Please. Would you like some coffee?”

“Yeah, black with sugar. And you can call me Mitch.” He added please as an afterthought, but she didn’t seem to notice. She poured coffee from a large thermos into an NPR WAMU mug, freshened her cup and pushed a ceramic sugar pot with a wooden spoon across her desk.

“Let me tell you Mitch, I think your aunt is terrific. Sour and sarcastic, bitter, funny, and very candid, when she’s lucid. And when she is not all with us,” she paused and ticked her head from side to side, the long earrings swinging like pendulums, “she’s got more of a bite, angrier, more confused of course, and sometimes, a little out of control.” She paused, appraising him over the rim of her oversized mug. “Is this your first experience with an elderly relative in a home?”

“Yes,” Mitch responded and briefly related the family history of his mother dying of cancer when he was in his twenties, his father dying of a stroke within a week after he had collapsed, and his father-in-law dying instantly from his massive heart attack. “So, when it comes to taking care of my aunt, we’re novices. We’ll need all the advice you can give us.”

“Mmm,” Molly said, sipping her coffee. “I love your aunt’s independence and spirit. It’s almost fierce. That painting in her room of the lone wolf in winter? Is that hers?”

Mitch nodded.

“It epitomizes her character,” Molly continued. “I noticed you on the cafeteria line with your aunt. You weren’t hiding your impatience very well.” Mitch started to get defensive but she cut him off.

“It’s not your fault. You need to understand why your aunt acts the way she does. One problem with elderly people, particularly lone wolves like your aunt, is that they’ve lost their independence. Everything is structured for them. When to get up and get dressed, where and when to eat, where to go or where they’re not allowed to go. Some of them withdraw and give up, sooner rather than later. You can see some of them sitting around staring off into space, living inside their heads in another world. Others are fighters trying to keep control. One of the few choices your aunt has left is choosing what to eat. She is exercising her right to choose, to remain independent. It’s better than some of the other residents who refuse to eat at all.”

“But she doesn’t have choices when she comes to dinner at our house.”

“Aha. But there Mitch, she’s out of our controlled environment and in a real home. She probably thinks of this place as a prison.”

The word prison triggered a massive overwhelming sense of guilt. He stared at his coffee, took a sip, debating whether to tell Molly how he felt responsible for his aunt’s misery.

“So what do you recommend we do?” he asked, a little too loudly.

“Go with the flow,” Molly replied smiling at him. “When you visit, let her take all the time she wants to make her decisions here, and get her out of here as much as you can. We also need to socialize your aunt, make her less of a lone wolf and more a member of the pack, so to speak.”

“She’s lived alone most of her life, so I’m not surprised that she has been keeping to herself.” He smiled back at her. “Better be careful what you wish for. She might want to become the pack leader.”

“That’s ok within limits either way, keeping to herself or trying to dominate others,” Molly replied. “As long as she doesn’t whack somebody. Right now, she’s still doing what we call ‘nesting.’ She’ll arrange and rearrange her stuff. When we try and get her to participate in our ‘warm, nurturing and uniquely Jewish environment,’ to quote our self-promoting brochure,” Molly said sarcastically, “she refuses. But she’s clever not to refuse outright. ‘As soon as I put my clothing away, she’ll say.’ Or, like today, she’ll use the excuse; ‘I may have visitors.’Or sometimes she’ll say, ‘I have to clean the bathroom because it’s still dirty.’ Do you know she thinks we’re stealing her clothing?”

“Oh yeah. She’s mentioned that a few times. I found her shoes in the bottom drawer of her dresser, so I figured she’s misplacing things.”

“Don’t argue with her about it. Don’t try and reason with her. She doesn’t think like us any more.” Molly said. “Just find the clothing for her and tell her you’ll talk to someone to make sure no one steals her things again. If you confront her, it will diminish her self-esteem. If she thinks you don’t believe her, she’ll start doubting herself.”

“Does she talk to anybody like she was talking with you at lunch?”

“Not really. Most of the time, she’s on what I call ‘auto-pilot.’ She knows she’s supposed to greet people politely. So she’ll say things like ‘How nice to see you again,’ or ‘I’m pleased to meet you,’” Molly said using a mock high insincere falsetto. “But she doesn’t remember who the people are and there is no real conversation afterwards. She’ll sit in the tv lounge but not interact with anyone. Or wander off down the hall and walk into other residents’ rooms and sit down and glare at them. Recently, she’s been doing that at night. If it continues, we may have to put a hospital bed in her room. She won’t be able to climb over the railings.” She paused, thinking for a moment. “There are a few people she relates to. Me and Rabbi Pilzman. But not the nursing assistants or the other residents, except for Ms. Jackson, one of the CNAs. And these are the people she should be spending more time with. And when she isn’t all with it, then she doesn’t even have the politeness of auto pilot.”

Molly’s eyes twinkled in anticipation of telling a good joke. “That reminds me of a story I wanted to tell you. Your aunt met Rabbi Pilzman at one of the Friday night services and was polite as could be. A week later, at the break the fast get together in the cafeteria on Yom Kippur, she went up to the Rabbi’s table. He was sitting there with his wife and some of the staff, me included. We had crackers, some cheese, fruit, smoked fish on the table, and she asks him- ‘Where can I get pigs’ knuckles. My nephew told me I could have pigs’ knuckles.’ I almost spit out my wine. The Rabbi was momentarily speechless but recovered nicely. He’s used to dealing with our residents. But I thought his wife would have a cow. The Rabbi’s taken a shine to your aunt and she seems to like talking with him. You should meet him, maybe come to Friday night services some time.”

She saw his look of panic and laughed. “Oh, I didn’t mean tonight,” she said reassuringly. “Another Friday will be ok.”

Mitch explained to Molly how his aunt got the idea of pigs’ knuckles. “How could she have remembered I told her that? She can’t remember where she puts her shoes from one day to the next.”

Molly shrugged. “Their memory can be selective. And in a way, it’s like saying something in front of a child. It can come back to bite you.” “How do you think we can help her fit in better?”

“Help her make her room more of her home. For a start, get some photos of your three kids, maybe with you and your wife, and put them in her room.”

“Molly,” Mitch said with mock seriousness. “The last time I checked, which was this morning, we only had two kids.”

She looked puzzled, turned on her computer and hit a few keys. “I took notes of my interviews with your aunt from the very beginning. I’m usually very accurate,” she said, concerned. “Here it is. She told me that Amy, Josh and Oliver lived at home.”

“Oliver’s our dog. A golden retriever,” he added.

Molly threw back her head and laughed. “Now, that’s why I love your aunt. Did she misunderstand what I asked or didn’t hear it clearly. Or was she being mischievous and messing with my mind? With Helen, it’s hard to tell, but I’ll bet she was jerking my chain. Like with the pigs’ knuckles comment. I think she says things deliberately for the shock value. She wants to be alone, but she also wants to be known and recognized as an individual. It’s good that she’s reaching out on her own terms. We have residents who withdraw, get morose and they’re gone within a year. Two at the most. I want your aunt to be happy and be with us a long time,” she said, emphasizing the last two words. “We’re her home now.”

That night, with Ell, he recounted his conversation with Molly, her irreverent, refreshing attitude toward the Home, her genuine affection for Aunt Helen, and her unconventional down to earth language.

“It takes a special kind of person to be a social worker in a nursing home. She’s upbeat to maintain her own sanity. I couldn’t do it,” Eleanor said.

Mitch gave Ell the somber statistics. According to Molly, one in five old people became deeply depressed in the first year of being “put away,” and almost one third died in the first three years. Of course, Molly had said, if she was suffering from dementia or Alzheimer’s, participating in family activities was not going to prevent further mental decline. It could only delay it. The way to help Aunt Helen was to involve her in the family and their activities. The more she was out of the Home and with the family, the better. If she felt abandoned, she would probably go down hill faster.

Ell listened thoughtfully. “We’ve been doing that already. It’ll be more difficult in the winter. Aunt Helen can’t be outdoors in bad weather. We don’t want her to catch pneumonia. But she can do the things we do with Amy and Josh, go to museums or watch DVDs at home. We can wheel her around the mall, have coffee, get her out among people.”

“In other words, in our usual Farber style we’ll muddle through,” he said smiling.

“We’ll manage and there is more planning to our muddling than you think. Let’s just take it one week at a time.”
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Chapter Seven
 

Damn crazy weather, Mitch thought, as he drove through the icy slush up Connecticut Avenue. One week it’s in the upper 60s and the next its bitter cold, windy and snowing like crazy. What ever happened to the regular DC winter weather pattern, maybe a white Christmas, a cold January and February with one or two heavy snow storms, a final wintery blast at the end of February and then the beginning of spring? It was good that he had left work early to pick up Aunt Helen for her eye exam. One thing was still the same, he thought. Traffic in DC comes to a standstill when it snows. When he and Eleanor had first moved to the city twenty five years ago, the joke was the Soviets should attack the United States just after the first forecast flakes hit the ground. Everyone would be leaving work to avoid the ‘blizzard’ and to stock up on toilet paper. The city streets would be gridlocked. He sat through another cycle of light changes and finally began creeping ahead at less than 15 mph. Aunt Helen’s appointment was at 3:30 and it was almost 2pm. They would barely make it. She didn’t walk as much as before. Pushing her in a wheel chair was faster, but getting her in and out of the chair and loading and unloading it from the car was time consuming.

He signed in quickly at the Home’s reception desk, checking the large clock on the wall, wrote down 2:20 in the time in column and stomped the snow off his boots in the lobby. He waited impatiently for the elevator and had his blue wool ski hat and overcoat off before he walked into the oppressive heat of the third floor. The Home was kept warm because the residents, many with poor circulation, were always cold. Still, it was incongruous to come in from a snowstorm and see the nursing staff in short sleeves, with the residents bundled up in sweaters. He found Aunt Helen in the tv room, her white hair barely showing above the back of her wheel chair, with the name ‘Plonsker’ written on masking tape stuck to the dark green plastic upright support. She was wearing red pants and a flowered yellow blouse under her white cardigan. Several tissues were stuffed in a garish pea green paisley scarf worn, as a belt, around her waist. The outfit clashed, but they were going to a doctor’s office, not a restaurant, he thought. Besides, there was no time to change.

“Thank goodness you’re here. I knew you would come. I need to talk to you,” she said without greeting him. “It’s important.”

“That’s why I’m here,” he said cheerfully as he wheeled her into her room. “Remember we have an eye doctor’s appointment today. I’ll get your coat and we can talk in the car.”

“They tried to rape me last night,” she declared. “I fought them off. I screamed so loudly they ran away.”

“Who, Aunt Helen? Who tried to rape you?” he said, trying to sound sincerely concerned, having already dismissed her allegation as another one of her hallucinations. He found her hooded dark blue woolen coat in the closet and helped her stand up and slipped her arms into the sleeves, buttoned up the front and sat her down in the wheelchair. He smiled to himself, thinking of Josh’s description of his great aunt as a Jawa from Star Wars.

She looked up at him, surprised by his question. “The men of course. That’s all everyone has on their minds. Sex. They whisper about me and that nice Mr. Paul just because we sit together sometimes. When we leave now, the women will talk about us. They have filthy minds and they’re all prostitutes. They sell themselves for extra food and cigarettes.”

“Aunt Helen. They don’t allow smoking here. There are no cigarettes.” As soon as he said it, he regretted trying to reason with her. Molly had advised that reasoning was the wrong approach. They were out in the hall now, almost to the nurses’ station.

“They’re all whores,” she said loudly and emphatically. “Whores and thieves.”

Mitch felt his face flush. “I’m taking my aunt to a doctor’s appointment, Ms. Jackson,” he said to an African American woman at the desk, addressing her after reading her name tag. Amina got up, came around, smoothed her white pants, knelt before Aunt Helen and took her hands in hers.

“Keep warm Helen. It is still snowing out. Come back to us safely,” she said calmly.

Aunt Helen smiled. “Thank you, Amina. This is my nephew, Mitchell. He is my sister Lillian’s son. We’ve talked about her. Can we bring you back something? Maybe kosher pickles? Some hot coffee?”

“No thank you, Helen. I will be going home myself soon. I will see you tomorrow and you can tell me all about your doctor’s visit.” She stood up and held out her hand. “I am pleased to meet you. Your aunt is one of my favorite people.” She was a few inches taller than him, her head and shoulders covered with a long pale pink thin shawl. He couldn’t place her accent. British of course, but not quite. He thanked her for taking care of Aunt Helen, said something about being late already and looking forward to talking another time, and whisked his aunt down the hall.

“She’s the only nice one,” Aunt Helen said in the elevator. “The others beat you and steal your clothing. I can hear them having sex in the closet in the hall when I go by in the morning to breakfast.”

“What about Molly Bernstein? You like her, don’t you? And the Rabbi?”

“They’re ok but they’re not around all the time. Now what are you going to do about the men trying to rape me? I can’t come back here, Mitchell. Can you find me another hotel?”

“It’s snowing out. Every hotel in the city will be full,” Mitch said lying. He nodded to the male receptionist and quickly considered how Aunt Helen would react to being left alone with him, while he went to get the car. The week day receptionist, Mr. Spencer, was a thin, elderly black man. His small head was topped with closely cropped white hair, combed forward, Roman style. He wore round rimless eyeglasses and sported a pencil thin, grey flecked mustache, which gave him a mousey appearance. He had a sweet disposition and was polite to the point of being obsequious. He was the most unlikely person to be accused of rape, Mitch thought. But he had learned, since bringing Aunt Helen down from New London, that logic didn’t apply in his aunt’s case. Given her frame of mind, he thought it was better not to take a chance of her screaming rape. He pulled her hood up and wheeled her on to the wet pavement under the covered entrance and through two inches of snow in the parking lot. She said something he couldn’t hear and was still talking as he eased her into the front seat, folded the wheel chair and in his haste to throw it in the wagon, brushed a wet wheel against his overcoat, leaving a dirty stain.

“Aunt Helen,” he said as he drove carefully down the long driveway and back toward Rockville Pike. “You have to stay in the Home. I’ll talk to Molly when we get back. Maybe we can get an extra security person to stay on at the Nurses Station tonight.”

“That won’t work,” she snorted. “He’d only sleep with the nurses. They’re all sluts. Except Amina, of course. She is a well brought up young lady.”

It was snowing harder. The County had not replowed Rockville Pike since he had driven to the Home. The slush was deeper now and the sidewalks and grass were covered in snow. He hunched forward, peering through the smeared windshield, trying to find the turnoff for the ophthalmologist’s office. He explained to his aunt that today’s appointment was simply an exam and consultation to test her eyesight and discuss what to do, if anything.

“So, I won’t be staying in the hospital overnight?”

“No, Aunt Helen. This just a doctor’s office. It’s not a place to stay overnight.”

“Why can’t I stay with you?”

“Because we can’t take care of you, Aunt Helen,” he said sharply, intending to head off any further questions from her.

She nodded and fell silent. Mitch hoped that the eye examination and the drive would make her forget her obsessive fantasy about last night’s rape attempt. How is it possible, he thought that most days, she couldn’t remember by lunchtime what she had for breakfast, but she could remember an event which she imagined had happened the night before.

He found the driveway to the building with the ophthalmologist’s office, hit the corner of the snow covered curb with the right rear tire, rattling the wheel chair in the back, and waking Aunt Helen up from her snooze.

“Where are we?,” she asked confused, peering out the window.

“We’re at the eye doctor’s,” he said. The Home had recommended Dr. William Pappas as an experienced ophthalmologist. Maynard Lewis, the RN for his aunt’s floor had told him that Dr. Pappas had a large geriatric practice and was very good with elderly people. Mitch had asked what he meant and Maynard had explained the doctor was able to deal with patients who were not all there mentally. He hoped, as he helped Aunt Helen out of her hooded coat in the doctor’s reception area, it was true, because today she seemed to him to be more out of it than usual. They were the only patients in the waiting room. There must have been a lot of cancellations due to the bad weather, he thought. Mitch picked up a copy of National Geographic and was showing Aunt Helen some of the photos when an assistant called his name. He wheeled Aunt Helen into an examining room. There were usual eye charts on the walls, a dark brown shade over the one narrow window, drawn down with the slats closed and a large padded chair in the center, to which was attached a long black crane like arm and a chin support. The equipment was an array of soft gun metal grey, black knobs, chrome shafts and lenses.

“So. Do you like National Geographic?” Dr. Pappas asked Aunt Helen after introducing himself and getting her settled in the examination chair. He was middle aged with thinning black hair, a prominent broad nose and smile wrinkles at the corners of his dark eyes. He seemed like the kind of person who enjoyed his work and life and found humor in both. Mitch moved the wheel chair to the side and stood next to his aunt.

“I can’t travel any more but I like the photographs,” she replied.

“Good. That’s one way to visit foreign countries and discover other people and places. I want you to look at the National Geo magazine you have and pick out the one photo you think has the brightest colors.”

“Is this a test?” Aunt Helen asked warily.

“Sort of. It helps me find out the way you see colors and objects.”

“If it ‘s a test, do I get a prize?” she said grinning impishly.

“I promise you a prize at the end of the exam.”

“Oh goody.” She looked up at Mitch. “Remember, he promised.” She started quickly turning the pages. Mitch looked over her shoulder. There were photos of Tibetan monks in bright saffron robes, a feature on Siberia with indoor shots of heated swimming pools, indigenous people herding reindeer, colorful apartment buildings together with tall yellow construction cranes, reflected in a canal and gas flares at dusk. Another article was about nudibranchs, sea going slugs with a variety of brilliantly colored tentacles. Aunt Helen studied the pictures of a central Asian snow leopard. The article was entitled “Out of the Shadows,” The first picture was of a leopard emerging from the dark background of mountains at dusk.

“Nice looking pussy cat,” she said. “Can I go back over it again?”

“Sure,” Dr. Pappas replied. “Take your time.”

“I think this one,” Aunt Helen said, pointing at a photo of a snow covered oil rig on a pad, surrounded by dull blues, browns and greens of a Siberian wetland. That’s a peculiar one to pick, Mitch thought. He never would have selected that one as the brightest in the magazine.

“Good, Helen. That’s a nice choice,” Dr. Pappas said. “Now, I’m going to put some drops in your eyes to dilate your pupils. Then, I’ll look at your eyes and let you know what I see. Just tilt you head back, look up at the ceiling. Good, gooood, very good. Now the other eye. Here’s a Kleenex to catch the drips.”

“I have a tissue,” Aunt Helen said, automatically pulling one from her scarf belt and dabbing her cheek, the liquid leaving a slight yellow stain on her Kleenex..

“It will take about ten minutes,” Dr. Pappas said to Mitch. “I’ll be back.”

“How did I do?” Aunt Helen asked when he had left.

“Fine. You did fine,” Mitch said, rubbing his aunt’s shoulders.

“That’s good. I didn’t want to embarrass the family by seeming stupid. How are things in your neighborhood?” she asked anxiously. “There isn’t any trouble, is there?”

Mitch hadn’t any idea what she was talking about but didn’t want her saying weird things in the doctor’s office. “Everything’s ok, Aunt Helen. Eleanor, Josh and Amy, we’re all ok.”

“Good, all quiet. That’s good. It’s the same in my neighborhood but you know,” she said, raising a cautionary finger. “Anything can happen any time.” She leaned back against the headrest and dozed. Mitch shook her gently when Dr. Pappas returned and helped her get positioned on the chinrest.

“Forehead way forward. That’s good. Now stare at the X next to the light. Good.” Dr. Pappas kept up a reassuring patter while he peered into each of her eyes, talked her through the glaucoma pressure test and acted as if she had been his star patient when it was all over.

“Well, Helen,” he said. “It’s no surprise. You have cataracts. The one in your left eye is thicker than the one in your right. That’s why everything seems grey to you. We can help you to see clearer. More like in Technicolor.” He turned to Mitch. “She doesn’t see brightness or sharp colors. That’s why she picked out the photo she did. The white was in stark contrast to the background. The ones you and I would have selected were for her all dull without contrast,” he explained.

“Isn’t a cataract operation risky for someone my aunt’s age?” Mitch asked.

“No. Not really.” Dr. Pappas shrugged. “I’ve done it on older people, in worse shape than your aunt. It’s a simple, outpatient procedure. We take out the natural lens and replace it with an artificial one, called an intraocular lens. We use a mild sedative which shouldn’t be a problem but I’ll talk to the Home’s physician, get the full picture of your aunt’s health and what medicines she’s taking. In younger patients, we can correct for distance or arms length vision and make it better. I don’t see the need to do that for someone your aunt’s age. My recommendation is we do the left eye and see how it goes. You’ll have sign the consent form, of course. We can decide about the right eye later.”

“Helen?” Dr. Pappas asked, “Would you like me to fix it so you see better with more color?”

“I don’t like what I see now. The world is ugly and people are mean. Why should I want to see better?” She looked up at him, her upper lip overlapping the lower one, a sign Mitch recognized that she wasn’t going to say anymore.

Dr. Pappas considered her question seriously for a moment before responding. “I know the world is not a perfect place, Helen, and people aren’t perfect either. But you have your nephew and family and other people you know and like. You’ll be able to see how much they love you. How happy they are to see you. And you’ll see things of beauty you may not have noticed before. You shouldn’t deprive yourself of those opportunities.”

She closed her eyes and Mitch didn’t know whether she was thinking or beginning to nod off.

“I see my mother and my sister, Lillian, sometimes. It would be nice to be able to see them better,” she said slowly. “Ok, I’ll do it. Mitchell,” she said wagging a finger at him. “You forgot about my prize for today, but I didn’t. What is it? What do I get?”

“Ah,” Dr. Pappas exclaimed, rubbing his hands together and breaking into a broad smile. “We have the greatest, newest coffee machine in our office,” he said. “It makes all kinds of coffee with flavors, French vanilla, hazelnut, you name it. It even makes hot chocolate? It’s your choice. Whatever you want,” he said as Mitch wheeled her out of the examining room.

“Does it make espresso? I used to love espresso,” she said wistfully.

“It sure does. You can drink it while your nephew completes a bit of paper work.”

Aunt Helen sat contentedly in the reception area loudly sipping her espresso from a blue and white porcelain cup, holding the saucer with her other hand. There were several openings in the doctor’s schedule for next week which had been reserved for treatment of patients who would have been examined on this snowy day but had cancelled. Mitch checked his pocket calendar, saw that he had no meetings scheduled for Wednesday at his office and booked Aunt Helen for the left eye outpatient procedure at 2:30, a week from today.

“It’s too bad we couldn’t bring a coffee back for Amina,” Aunt Helen said after they were back in the car. “That doctor is a nice man. Do you think he’s Italian? He served espresso.”

“No, Aunt Helen. He’s Greek.”

“Even better,” she said, without explaining what she meant.

Mitch double parked in the entrance way, got Aunt Helen into the wheelchair and left her in the lobby while he rushed to park the car. He took the chance of leaving her alone hoping she had forgotten about the attempted rape. By the time they were in the elevator, she had remembered.

“What will I do tonight if they come back?” she said anxiously.

“I’m going to speak to Molly as soon as I leave you. She’ll make sure it won’t happen again,” he said, helping her out of her coat. “I’ll see you before I leave. Just to say goodbye.” He glanced at his watch. It was a little before 5. He hoped that Molly hadn’t gone home early because of the bad weather. She was on the phone in her office and waved her hand, motioning him to come in. “I’ll just be a minute” she whispered, covering the mouthpiece with her hand. “Don’t worry. It’s not confidential.” He threw his overcoat on the chair and sat down.

“Tough afternoon to take your aunt to the doctor,” she said sympathetically, after she had hung up. “We’ve had three people on the evening shift call in they can’t make it because of the snow. That’s the problem when our staff lives so far out. They’re reporting five to seven inches north of the city, between Germantown and Frederick. We’re going to be short-handed tonight,” she said holding her forehead as if she had a headache. “I’m going to hang around for a few hours and help out. So, how’d it go?”

Mitch told her about Dr. Pappas’ exam and Helen’s cataract operation scheduled for next Wednesday. He was more concerned about her mental state. “Today, she seems really out of it. She thinks someone tried to rape her last night. She’s imagining rampant sex in the Home, describes the other women patients as sluts and goes on and on about it.”

“One of the CNAs, before she went home today, told me your aunt has been acting differently for the past few days. She said she seemed more distracted, less grounded in reality and much angrier toward everyone around her. I asked Amina to pay some extra attention to your aunt. Helen has been confiding in her, so I trust Amina’s judgment.”

“Thanks for having someone spend more time with my aunt. It was nice of you to do that,” Mitch said. “Is this Ms. Jackson?” he asked.

“Yes. Did you meet her?”

“Just briefly, this afternoon on the way out.”

“Amina suggested that we test your aunt for UTI. Sometimes that affects a patient’s behavior.”

“What’s that?” Mitch asked.

“Urinary tract infection,” Molly answered. “It’s true,” she said in response to his skeptical look. “It doesn’t seem logical that something wrong down there could effect her mentally, up here.” She tapped her temple. Mitch wondered whether she had pointed to her crotch hidden behind the desk. “But any infection can make an elderly person, already discombobulated, more mixed up. I’ve put in an order to run a test in the morning. So what did you tell her you were going to do to protect her from being raped tonight?”

“The only thing that I could think of at the moment. That I would meet with you and you would take care of it. What else could I say?”

“Well, at least you didn’t argue with her that she was imagining things.”

“No, I saved that for when she told me the other female residents were selling themselves for extra food and cigarettes.”

Molly laughed. “It sounds like the plot of a bad movie about women in prison. It’s interesting that she’s so focused on sex and sad that she believes it. We could have the psychiatrist talk with her.”

“What’s the point,” Mitch said a bit peevishly. “He’s not going to cure her. Maybe we should be seeing her more, or taking her out of here more frequently.”

“The Home’s psychiatrist is a woman,” Molly corrected him, with a bit of an edge in her voice. “Dr. Rita Spanowsky is very good. It’s just a suggestion,” she added. “Why don’t we both go back and see Helen. Let’s catch her before dinner. I’ll try and reassure her and then we’ll see if she has a UTI. If she does, clearing it up may help.”

They found Helen in the tv room recounting to Mr. Paul the blizzards she had experienced in New London. “And I always opened my shop. No matter what. So I could be there for my customers.” As they wheeled Aunt Helen away, Mitch didn’t know if the peaceful smile on Mr. Paul’s face, was from relief or his enjoyment of the conversation. In the privacy of Aunt Helen’s room, Molly told her how concerned she was about this “incident.” She would investigate and let her know. In the meantime, she reassured Helen that the Home had taken extra security measures. The night receptionist on duty was a Montgomery County policeman moonlighting at the Home, (which was true, except he had been employed by the Home for the past year), there were security cameras which were monitored throughout the night (also true but the same was true during the day) and she had instituted other measures which she was not at liberty to divulge (not true).

Aunt Helen thanked Molly for ‘her trouble,’ kissed Mitch and told him what a good nephew he was. Her parting advice was that Mitch and Molly should not leave together because the other women would assume they were having an affair. Mitch felt himself blushing. Molly laughed, winked at him, waved goodbye and sauntered into the hall.

He sat in the Taurus, letting the defroster melt the snow and ice on the windshield and rear window while he called Ell.

She sounded stressed when she answered. He told her he would be home soon.

“Your son is upstairs in lockdown for hitting his sister with an ice ball. He really could have seriously hurt her. You’re going to have to talk to him and you can’t let him off easy this time,” she said, with an accusatory reprimanding tone in her voice.

“Whoa, whoa. I’m not even home yet.” He sensed from her distraught tone, this was not the time to respond to her accusation that he was not a firm disciplinarian with their son. “I’ll check with you before I do anything with Josh. I promise. I’m on my way.”

“Drive carefully,” Ell remembered to say before hanging up. Now she would worry about him driving home in the snow. It wasn’t that bad. The main arteries had been plowed and salted at least once. He passed two dump trucks parked on the shoulder. Their orange snow plow blades were at the ready, salt piled high in the bays, their round yellow bug like headlights illuminating the big white flakes falling more thickly now. Maybe the weather forecast was wrong and it was the District and the suburbs that would get five to seven inches. He stayed on Rockville Pike, avoided the shortcut he usually took around Bethesda Naval Hospital and came across on Western instead. His hunch that Western had been salted and plowed was correct. The tricky part was their street, a steep hill ending in a T at their corner. When Marion Barry had been Mayor, the side streets in Ward Three were never salted, let alone plowed. Their Ward, predominantly white, middle class and Democratic, had been overwhelmingly against Barry, even voting Republican to show it. They were repaid for their apostasy by denial of services. The Mayor didn’t cut off their garbage collection. That would have been too obvious. But the snow would stay on their streets until the sun melted it. Sort of the reverse of “until Hell freezes over,” he thought. So far, the new city administration had been better. But this was D.C.’s first major snowstorm of the winter. When he cautiously turned on to their street, he was relieved to see a plow had been through. A low wall of still clean snow was pushed against the parked cars and a line of green salt marked the place where the snowplow had turned around in the driveway to the alley.

Oliver greeted him in the alcove, wagging his tail and licking at the snow that was quickly melting off his shoes in the warmth of their home.

“Hi, Mitch, I’m in here,” Ell called, as he hung his overcoat on the hook. He went into the kitchen and kissed her hello.

“Is it getting icy?” she asked, giving him a paper towel to wipe his hair.

“Not yet. But I’m glad I don’t have to drive any more tonight.”

“Before you go upstairs let me tell you what Josh did.” She recounted her hectic afternoon. The kids’ school had closed early because of the snow. She had arranged for the mother of one of Amy’s friends to drop Amy and Josh off at the house. She had left work early and walked from Metro in the snow, rushing home because she didn’t want the kids alone any longer than necessary. She had arrived home to find Josh watching tv alone, and Amy walking Oliver because ‘his son’ had refused to do so, even though it was his chore. She had sent him out to catch up with Amy and takeover. Amy had come running back into the house crying hysterically that Josh had hit her with an ice ball and broken her back. She had calmed Amy down and given her a hot shower.

“Mitch, she has a deep bruise just below her neck. A little bit higher and he would have hit her in the back of her head. He could have killed her. When he came back with Oliver, I was furious with him. He gave me the usual argument that she had started it, said he hated her and hated me for always siding with her. I lost it. I grabbed him by both shoulders and shook him and sent him upstairs. I actually said, ‘Wait until your father comes home.’ My God, I’m beginning to sound like my mother. What are we going to do with him?” Eleanor asked, exasperated, her hands on hips.

“Well,” Mitch sighed. “This certainly makes Aunt Helen’s claim that she fought off a rapist last night, pale by comparison.”

“What? Is Helen all right? Who would do such a thing?” Ell gasped, shocked.

“Ell. Calm down. She imagined it. I’ll tell you about it later,” he said. “Let me go upstairs and change, look in on Amy and deal with Josh. You better slow dinner down a little. This may take awhile.”
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Chapter Eight
 

They were in the basement family room. Amina and Mariam, Mohamed and his parents, Jama and Medina. The younger children were upstairs in bed. Medina and Mariam sat on the sofa, Mariam with her legs folded underneath her, leaning against her aunt. Jama was in the middle and Amina sat at the other end, propped up against the sofa arm. Mohamed was by himself, hunched over on an ottoman, opposite his father. The room was furnished in typical Somali-American fashion, a thick, richly patterned rug on top of pale wall to wall carpeting, a long low sofa, stretching the twenty foot length of the entire rear wall with deep seats to allow a person to sit cross-legged, and crenellated upright support cushions, sculpted like a miniature castle parapet. A few large round leather ottomans, with alternating light and dark brown triangular wedges, opposite the sofa substituted for the traditional Somali gumbaars, four legged stools made of cow hide and wood. In front of the sofa was an ornately carved coffee table with a glass top. The silver tray on the table held several flowered cups and saucers, a large sugar bowl and a fresh thermos of Somali tea, flavored with cardamom and cloves. It was after 10 pm and Amina was tired. She could see that Medina was weary too. Mohamed and Mariam were frightened. Only Jama was fresh and serene. She looked at him. He seemed a different person tonight.

Jama had been a Lieutenant in the Criminal Investigation Division of the Somali National Police Force, before his family had fled Mogadishu. There was a photo of him on the mantel upstairs, looking crisp and efficient in his khaki uniform, his police officer’s hat tucked under his arm, with the large horned kudu emblem on the peak, a silver capped baton in his hand. It had been impossible for him to become a police detective in northern Virginia. So he became an immigrant with no employable skills. He had driven cab for a while, worked as a security guard and night watchman in a few office buildings in Arlington and Alexandria, and finally, a relative had given him a job in a small convenience store, catering to the Somali community. Amina knew he hated the work but appreciated the steady income, meager as it was. He spent his spare time either in the mosque or with his friends, including a few other former Somali policemen, in the neighborhood Starbucks, which had become their American equivalent of the Somali tea shop.

Tonight however, he was a changed man, analytical, confident, patient and indefatigable. He had shed his persona as store clerk and become Lieutenant Jama Hussein of the CID. This time, unlike his work in Somalia, he was questioning his son.

Amina had come home around 6 pm, to find the normally happy bustling household solemn and subdued. Medina would not say what had happened other than that Mohamed was in trouble with the police. Mohamed had been driving one of his friends and Mariam home from school when he had been stopped by a police officer. He had come home shaken and angry. Medina had called her husband who had rushed home and questioned first Mohamed and then Mariam separately. They had all eaten dinner in silence. After evening prayers Jama had questioned Mohamed alone again. When it was Mariam’s turn, Amina had insisted on sitting in and Jama had agreed but only on the condition that she not speak to either Medina or Mohamed about what questions he asked or what answers Mariam gave.

Now, Amina sat and waited. Jama held the red criminal summons from the Alexandria Police in his hand and studied it. Mohamed shifted nervously on the cushion. At seventeen, he looked a lot like his father, the same short solid build and angular face. He had a neat ribbon of a thin beard outlining his jaw and chin, and a thick head of hair, cut square across the back of his neck and closely trimmed across his forehead. He was too young to have either his father’s poise and quiet confidence, or his receding hairline.

“Mohamed,” Jama said. “Tell me again what happened.”

“Aabbe. I’ve already done that. Why do I have to do it again?” Mohamed said, his tone pleading to be left alone.

“Because I asked you to,” his father said sharply. He relented, observing his son’s nervous exhaustion. “Sometimes, when a person goes over a story and reviews the scene in the mind, certain facts, previously forgotten are recalled. And this is the first time Mariam has heard your version. Now concentrate. You and Mariam left school. What time was it?”

“They let us out early because of the snow storm. Around 2:30, right Mariam?”

“I want you to tell the story,” Jama said sternly. “I already know what Mariam remembers.”

“Some of the kids’ parents didn’t know school was closing early. My friend John was standing around when Mariam and I came out of the school. He asked if he could get a ride home. He lives not too far from us and the streets weren’t bad yet, so I said sure.”

“Did he ask you for a ride or did you ask if he needed a ride?”

Mohamed hesitated, squeezing his eyes closed tightly, as if that made the encounter clearer. “He asked me.”

“What is John’s last name.”

“Ryan. I told you that before.”

“How good a friend of yours is this John Ryan?” Jama asked, ignoring his son’s comment.

“He’s in a few of my classes. We hang out together after school, sometimes.”

Jama poured himself another cup of tea, took two heaping spoonfuls of sugar and stirred slowly, watching his son nervously folding and unfolding his hands. Mohamed, avoided his father’s gaze and self consciously put his hands on his knees, which forced him to lean closer toward his father. He quickly changed position, placing his hands under his thighs. He kept his eyes on the brown triangular pattern of the small part of the rug between him and his father’s sandaled feet. Amina felt sorry for her nephew.

“Go on,” Jama said.

“I was almost to John’s house, I was going to make a right turn on Seminary Road, when this cop pulled me over. As soon as I saw the flashing lights I stopped.”

“You have been watching too much American tv, Mohamed,” Jama admonished. “He is a police officer entitled to respect. He’s not a ‘cop.’”

“He was disrespectful of our faith and of you and mother,” Mohamed replied angrily. “You know that from what I’ve already told you.”

“Whatever he said or however he acted, he is still a police officer.” Jama rebuked him. “Why did he pull you over?”

“Officer Bloehm,” Mohamed said, emphasizing the title more as a sign of his contempt than respect for the police, “said he thought my left tail light was broken, but then he saw it was just covered by snow. I didn’t know his name until he gave me that,” Mohamed said pointing at the red summons in his father’s hand. “He asked for my license and registration. Then he asked John, who was sitting in the front seat next to me for his id and John gave him his driver’s license. I had the window rolled down to give him this stuff and it was snowing into the car. It was cold and I started shivering. I think the Officer thought I was afraid.”

“Were you?”

“Yes, aabe. But I didn’t want to show it.”

“Did he say anything to Mariam?”

“No, I don’t think so. No, he didn’t. He looked her over though.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I don’t know. She’s black, I’m black, John’s white. Like he was trying to figure out where she fit in, maybe.”

Amina looked at Mariam who lowered her eyes.

“Describe Officer Bloehm to me?”

“I told you already,” Mohamed said with exasperation in his voice.

“Tell me again.”

“There wasn’t much to see because he was wearing a lot of clothing. A brown leather jacket. He had on his hat and leather gloves. He was white, big and beefy like a football player.” Jama was about to interrupt when Mohamed anticipated his question, “I mean American football, aabe, not soccer.”

“Go on.”

“You could see he was enjoying hassling us. He had caught a Moslem and was happy about it.”

“And you observed all that while shivering with the snow coming in the window?” Jama said sarcastically. “You described him physically before and now you give me a psychological analysis.”

“After Mohamed gave him his identification, the Officer was grinning a lot, Uncle Jama,” Mariam said quietly. “It didn’t seem that he had any reason to do so. He didn’t grin when he looked at John’s papers.”

“Were you sitting behind Mohamed or John?”

“Behind Mohamed, Uncle. I could see the officer very clearly.”

“Wasn’t there steam on your window?”

“No, Uncle. I guess because Mohamed had his window rolled down.”

“Well, that is something,” Jama acknowledged. “Go on.”

“He sort of leaned in the window,” Mohamed continued, “and said something like- ‘So Mohamed, except he dragged my name out, you mind if I search the car? And then he asked if it was my car and I told him no, it was my parents.’ He looked at the registration again and said, ‘Then you won’t mind if I take a look because your parents are good Moslems, and he dragged that out too so it sounded like Moosleems, and your parents wouldn’t do anything wrong, would they? I said it was ok and he asked me to pop the trunk. He looked around and came back with our back packs, John’s and mine. Mariam had hers in the back seat but he didn’t ask for it. He said he was going to have a look and asked us if we objected. I said no. Go ahead. And he started going through them.”

“You mean outside in the snow?”

“No. He took them back to his police cruiser.”

“How did you know he went through your backpacks? The trunk lid would have blocked your rear view mirror, Mohamed. Do you remember? Did he leave the trunk open or closed?”

“He must have closed it because it was closed when I drove off.”

“I remember him slamming it shut,” Mariam said. “When he took the book bags out. It made the back of the car shake.”

“What did John say when the Officer asked if he could go through your packs?”

“I don’t remember John saying anything,” Mohamed replied, looking at the rug.

“Mohamed,” Jama said sharply. “Mariam recalls John asking if it was necessary? That he hadn’t done anything wrong?”

“Yeah, aabe, Now, I remember John did say that.” He looked at his shoes sheepishly.

“What was Officer Bloehm’s response?”

Mohamed thought a moment. “I think he said something like, if you haven’t done anything wrong then there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Try to remember. It may be important. How long was he in his patrol car?”

Mohamed paused. “Not too long. Maybe five minutes. He came back holding a plastic bag with a little dark wooden pipe inside from John’s knapsack and asked me, ‘Is this yours Mohamed?’ Again he sort of pronounced my name like it was a dirty word. I said no, it was John’s.”

“How did you know it was John’s? The Officer could have planted it. Did John say anything while the Officer was in his patrol car?”

Mohamed hesitated.

“Mohamed,” Jama said sternly. “Now is not the time for a false sense of honor to protect your friend. He is the one who got you into this trouble. It is his marijuana pipe, isn’t it?”

“I swear aabe, I’ve never smoked marijuana. I’ll swear on the Holy Koran if you want. It was John’s pipe.”

Medina sobbed. “Our son is involved with drugs. What will we do? What will we do?”

Mohamed hung his head, avoiding looking at his mother. “It’s not like that, hooyo. Don’t cry. I’m not doing drugs.”

“What did John say while the Officer was in the patrol car?” Jama asked again.

“He was moaning, ‘God damn it, God damn it, I’m in deep shit, my old man is going to kill me,’ stuff like that.” He glanced at his mother. “I’m sorry hooyo, I’m just repeating what John said. And I asked him why and he told me he had this pipe in his book bag.”

“And by his old man, he meant his father?”

‘Yeah.”

“Remarkable. Do you really think a father would kill his son for having a pipe to smoke marijuana?”

“I don’t know, aabe. Maybe he just meant his father would severely beat him.”

“Oh,” Jama said, feigning surprise. “I thought we were about to discover the American equivalent of honor killings. A son who brings such shame to his family by possessing a pipe for a common drug that the father is compelled to take his own son’s life to preserve the family’s honor. Of course, if that were the custom here, there would be a lot of dead sons and grief stricken mothers. Perhaps, this drug use is caused by a culture which allows sons to disrespectfully call their fathers ‘old men.’” he said, contemptuously. “Instead of respecting their elders. And to curse Allah in the same breath. These are the kind of young men you associate with, Mohamed?” He held up his hand like a traffic policeman stopping a car. “Do not answer. Think about your conduct and your choice of friends.”

Amina shivered, knowing her daughter was exposed to these same bad influences at school, children who ran wild, unsupervised with cars and easy money, demanding their parents buy them things, smoking, rejecting the education being offered to them, making fun of those who studied. Mariam wasn’t like that. Not yet. How, as her mother, could Amina make her strong enough to resist the temptations of American culture? Amina felt caught in a vicious circle with her daughter. The stricter she was the more Mariam rebelled. And how soon would it be before Mariam would throw back in Amina’s face, her mother’s ultimate act of rebellion in marrying outside the faith?

Jama ended the long silence and resumed questioning his son. “When you told the Officer it was John’s pipe, did John confirm it?”

“Yes aabe, he did. John said it was his and Officer Bloehm went back to his patrol car and was there for a while. When he came back he said had taken some residue from the pipe and it sure looked like marijuana to him. He said he was keeping the pipe and ash as evidence and gave us back the book packs. Then he gave me the red summons and said I was lucky because he had forgotten the section for possession of drug paraphernalia and he was only going to write it up as possession of marijuana. I drove John home and he asked me and Mariam not to tell anyone what happened.”

“Your friend John isn’t very bright, is he?” Jama said, more as an observation than a question. “Once the Officer served you the criminal summons, it is a matter of public record. John had marijuana paraphernalia in his possession. It will come out in the trial. But, if in court, John claims it was in your book bag and not his, he would not be in trouble with the law or his father, would he? And what do you think Officer Bloehm would say, Mohamed? Will he tell the truth or will he remember that the pipe belonged to the Moslem boy and not the one with the good Christian name of John?”

Mohamed put his head in his hands

“I just remembered something else the Officer did,” Mariam said quietly.

“Yes, what is it.”

“When the Officer returned to our car after examining the book bags, Mohamed had to roll down the window all the way. So they could fit in. We had kept it closed to stay warm. The Officer handed Mohamed’s bag in first. His arm was across Mohamed and he was holding it out for John. He said ‘Here you are son.’ John took it and then the Officer gave Mohamed John’s bag. I don’t think he said anything to Mohamed. Mohamed and John then exchanged the bags.”

“Is that what you recall?” Jama asked, looking to his son for confirmation.

Mohamed glanced quickly at Mariam and nodded. “I don’t remember what was said. I was in a daze. I can see John and me exchanging the bags. Yeah, it happened that way.”

“I do not understand,” Medina interrupted. “Why would he give that summons to Mohamed anyway. Why our son? He’s done nothing wrong? It was the other boy.”

“I do not know,” Jama replied. “In Somalia, the driver of a car carrying contraband is chargeable under the Penal Code if he knew that a passenger had brought the contraband into the car. I do not know what the law is here. I suspect they will claim that Mohamed and John shared the pipe or that it was Mohamed’s.” He turned to Mohamed. “Your fate rests with the integrity of your friend John.”

“But what about Mariam? She was a witness,” Medina said in desperation.

“She is a young Moslem girl, living in the same household with Mohamed. I do not think her testimony will be given much credit.”

“Why would the Officer tell Mohamed he was lucky to give him a summons for marijuana and not for the pipe?” Amina asked.

“That is a good question,” Jama said, “Perhaps, because he was being clever. Possession of marijuana is probably worse than possession of a pipe to smoke it. He has charged Mohamed with the more serious offense and pretended to do him a favor.”

Medina started sobbing again. Jama waved impatiently at her to stop and looked at the summons again.

“The hearing date is for February 5th. We will need to hire an attorney, one experienced in criminal law, particularly drug cases. One who knows the system and the judges. I will ask at the Mosque.”

“I will ask too,” Amina volunteered. “Maybe someone at work can recommend us to a good lawyer.” She thought she would talk to Josephine first. She didn’t want to reveal her family’s problem to anyone else at the Home.

Jama stood and held his arms open. Mohamed rose quickly to accept his father’s hug. Jama kissed him on both cheeks. “I believe you. But my son, this is a very serious situation. Think of a northern Virginia jury watching you swear on the Holy Koran while Officer Bloehm and your friend John swear on their Christian bible. Think of the tv news. Every day stories from Iraq of Americans being killed by Moslems. Here they do not even know the difference between Iranians and Arabs let alone Shia and Sunni. To them all Moslems are terrorists.

Do you think the jury will believe your story? I suggest you stay away from John until we get advice from an attorney what to do.”

“Yes, aabe, I will,” Mohamed said quietly.

The next morning, Amina hurried from the Metro to the Home. Her feet were cold through her thin boots. Snow and slush occasionally slid over the tops, down past her ankles and on to her already frozen toes. The sky was overcast. The weather forecast was for colder tomorrow with a possibility of more light snow on the weekend. To her snow was snow, light or heavy. She hated it. Last week, when the temperature had been in the 60s for a few consecutive days, the crocuses had optimistically stuck their heads up. Now, they were either covered by snow or wilted with their pathetic bent stalks barely visible above the icy crust. She felt like those flowers, misled by the promise of early spring and now worse off because of the few aberrational warm days. She had not slept well either, tormented by thoughts of Mariam being questioned by fat white policemen. In her dream, Mariam, wearing a brown hidjab, was being pulled out of the car screaming while Mohamed was handcuffed and a faceless white boy laughed and pointed. Amina was convinced that the only reason Officer Bloehm had left her daughter alone was because he thought she was African American and not Moslem. Thank God she had been able to persuade Mariam that it was enough just to cover her head with a scarf and not wear a hidjab.

She arrived early to discover that Josephine was not coming today. She had called and said her husband had fallen and she was taking him to the hospital. The CNA supervisor, by her tone and facial expressions made it clear to Amina she thought Josephine didn’t feel like coming in because of the snow. With Josephine not there, Amina had cautiously asked several of the African American staff if they knew any criminal lawyers in northern Virginia, being intentionally vague about why she needed one. Most of them lived in Prince Georges County and couldn’t recommend anyone in Virginia. In desperation, she almost called Josephine but knew her friend had been telling the truth and would not be at home. Besides, if her husband had slipped on the ice, Josephine had enough problems. It would have been selfish of Amina to trouble her.

They were shorthanded this Thursday. Another CNA besides Josephine had called in sick, and it wasn’t until just before lunchtime, that Amina managed to take her break. She went to the staff room, situated at the end of the hall of the bedridden residents. She hesitated to go in because the only person there was Maynard Lewis, the Registered Nurse for the third floor. She didn’t know him very well. He had been recently assigned to her unit. He seemed pleasant enough, got along well with the rest of the staff and didn’t lord it over the CNAs like the previous floor RN. Amina found him a little too convivial and familiar but he was competent and her interaction with him had been limited to brief conversations about residents’ medications. He was sitting in an easy chair, reading The Washington Post. Normally, out of modesty, she avoided being alone with a man, but she was tired. It would only be for a short time. She would have to help the residents soon with their lunch. She smoothed the white pants of her uniform and sat down sideways on the sofa, leaned back against the armrest and took off her left shoe. Her wet sock had been chaffing against her skin all morning.

“I’m curious,” Maynard said, “why a quiet, proper person like yourself, suddenly needs a criminal lawyer.” He had a deep bass voice which gave him an aura of seriousness, even when he joked around with the CNAs, which was frequently. He uncrossed his legs and shifted in the chair to face her. The fluorescent ceiling light glinted off his moussed hair and the small gold earring in his right ear lobe. He placed his rimless glasses on the table, his dark eyes mischievously looking her up and down.

“How do you know I do?” she said a bit too defensively.

“Ms. Jackson,” he said, as if lecturing a child why it was wrong to play with matches. “This place feeds on gossip, lives on gossip, it thrives on gossip. There are no secrets here. It has been all over this building since you asked Amy Bedlow at the start of your shift.”

She was surprised. While she hadn’t asked anyone not to say anything to anyone else, she had assumed they wouldn’t. Amina admitted to herself she had been naïve. She had heard gossip in the staff room before and had tried to ignore it. To her, it was immoral. It’s ironic. She could trust a resident, Helen, more than her co-workers. It all depended on whom you told your secrets to, she thought.

“Well, Ms. Jackson?” Maynard asked. “Someone in your family an ax murderer? A serial killer? Head of a drug ring?” He stood up. He was a big man with a muscular chest which stood out in front of his gut, but with time, it looked like the reverse would be true. He pushed his glasses up on his forehead, let his stomach sag a little, hunched his shoulders and began deliberately pacing the room like a trial attorney. He hooked his thumbs into imaginary suspenders over his white shirt, which he wore like a large smock outside his pants. His white sneakers squeaked on the linoleum. He jutted his chin out, picked up The Post’s sports section, smacked it with one hand and whirled around confronting the imaginary jury. “I ask you, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, could this woman,” he paused, turning and pointing to Amina with the newspaper, “could Ms. Jackson, be guilty of such a heinous crime, as alleged by my learned colleague, the District Attorney?”

“It is not funny,” she said, annoyed at herself for noticing how gracefully and quickly he moved for a large man and even more for smiling at him, however slightly. She sat up stiffly. “I need help. My oldest nephew has a problem and the family is looking for a criminal lawyer.” Technically, Mohamed was not her nephew but she wasn’t going to explain extended Somali family relationships to Mr. Lewis.

Maynard deflated from dramatic trial attorney, reverted to his amiable, husky self, folded his big boned frame back into the chair and readjusted his eyeglasses. The small round shaped lenses were not right for his large oval face, she thought, sizing him up as if for a fashion makeover. It gave him the appearance of a rhinoceros, large but with small beady eyes. His closely trimmed curly hair emphasized his long face. And instead of being cut straight across his forehead, which would have made his face seem broader, his hair line met in a curly point in the center, directing her eyes toward his nose, which she admitted was not badly proportioned, long, although not as aquiline as hers. His cheeks, chin and neck had a darker hue, not quite a stubble but enough of a growth to show, despite his morning shave. She could smell his aftershave, a subtle rather than splashy scent, which she found pleasant.

“There are many kinds of criminal lawyers. It depends what kind of problem your nephew has. I assume we can eliminate white collar crime because of his youth. My guess is that you are in your late twenties maybe close to thirty. Your nephew is probably around twenty. Am I right?”

Amina felt uncomfortable discussing her age with this man. She didn’t know what he meant by white collar crime but she did not want to prolong the conversation or encourage Maynard by asking for an explanation. “My nephew,” she said, hesitating to say it in public for the first time, “has been summoned to appear in court for possession of marijuana.”

Maynard snorted. “So, you’ve been goin around to all us here Africaaan Amuricans and askin for lawyers because us folks certainly have had experience with our kids being arrested for drug charges? Is that why you’re aksing around?”

“Why are you so angry? “She was confused. She didn’t understand why he was using a different accent, like some of the poorer educated CNAs. She had thought someone would quietly give her the name and telephone number of a criminal attorney, Jama would call that person and that would be that.

“Because, Ms. Jackson, you have a reputation around here of thinking of yourself as better than the rest of us. Someone recently from Africa, with a British accent, aloof, above our every day struggles. Much better than today’s blacks whose ancestors came to these United States as slaves, crammed in the holds of filthy, rat infested ships who haven’t managed to fulfill the American dream in 200 years. You on the other hand, work hard, save every penny and in ten years, move on up the ladder. So what’s wrong with those American blacks, you say to yourselves.”

“You have no right to talk to me that way, Mr. Lewis.” She stood up. She was slightly taller than him except her left foot was out of her shoe and she balanced herself awkwardly on the ball of her foot. She caught him staring down at her ankle and moved her foot behind her leg. He was smiling.

“You were saying,” he said, almost laughing at her.

His mocking attitude angered her. “When I fled Somalia, Mr. Lewis, it was on a tramp steamer. We ate newspaper for three days. My mother and father were murdered. If I act the way I do, it is because I know precisely who I am and where I come from and what my family has been through. You cannot teach me about respect for others. People have to earn my respect.” She stopped her tirade, trying to regain control over her emotions. Already she had told him too much about herself. “I thought people would be willing to help me,” she said, in a more normal voice. “I did not mean to imply they had personal knowledge of criminal lawyers because of their families’ circumstances.”

“You are one naïve lady,” he said shaking his head. “Haven’t you read anything about crime in the U.S.? The disproportionate number of young black men in jail. About the crack epidemic. Of course African Americans have had more experience with criminal lawyers than white people. The question is why is crime rampant in our communities?” he said angrily.

“I do not understand” she said, more confused than before. She sat down and put her shoe on. “First, you insult me for implying that African Americans know criminal lawyers. Then you tell me it is true. If you do not want to help me, just say so.”

“Ms. Jackson. It’s the combination of your holier than thou attitude with the sudden coming down off the mountain to talk to us when you need help which has riled people.” He held up both his hands in mock protection. “Now, you’ve explained. We’re cool, I’m ok. No need to defend yourself any more.” He smiled. She noticed that he was one of those people whose whole face became part of a genuine smile. She inclined her head slightly, indicating, without saying so, that she accepted his comments as an apology of sorts.

“When I said you were naïve, I bet you don’t know you’re sitting on the mother-lode of lawyers, all kinds of lawyers.” He sat back down in the armchair and grinned at her.

She looked at him, again perplexed.

“If I went out on the streets in my old neighborhood and asked who to go to for a criminal ‘problem’ they’d say, ‘Get a Jew lawyer, they’re the best.’ Ms. Jackson, you’re surrounded by them right here.”

“You mean the residents? These old people?”

Maynard laughed, a deep belly laugh until he was almost crying. She sat there annoyed and embarrassed, wishing, hoping that Jama would call her and say he had found someone and there was no need for her to do anything more.

“No. No,” Maynard chuckled, wiping the corner of his eye with his knuckle. “Their relatives, the ones who come to visit. They’re either lawyers or know lawyers.”

“But, I don’t know these people. I cannot just go up to them and ask.”

“God, Ms. Jackson, do I have to draw you a diagram?” he said, throwing up his hands in mock exasperation. “Go ask Molly Bernstein if she knows if any of the relatives of the residents are criminal lawyers or could recommend a criminal lawyer in northern Virginia for your nephew.” Maynard said each word slowly, enunciating carefully for emphasis, to drive home the point that he thought she was either incredibly dense or from another planet.

“Should I really tell her that I have a nephew who is in trouble?”

“Unless your nephew is accused of sneaking into old age homes and poisoning the residents, she won’t care at all.”

Amina felt relieved that it might be that simple and she could find the best attorney, a Jew lawyer to help Mohamed. “Thank you, Mr. Lewis for your advice. I will talk to Ms. Bernstein. I have to get back now.”

“Glad to help. Stop by my desk at the end of the shift and let me know how it turned out. And you can call me Maynard,” he sang out in his deep baritone to her departing back.

She sensed, as she left the staff room, that he was appreciatively watching her walk, which both pleased and alarmed her. She didn’t want to have anything more to do with non-Muslim men. She would be polite and professional with Maynard but make it clear that there would never be anything more than that.

With two CNAs out, getting the residents to lunch, feeding them and getting them settled at their afternoon activities of bingo, musical interlude and tv, had been hectic. Amina had found a moment to ask Helen what her nephew did for a living. Helen didn’t know. Helen seemed distracted, grumbling about the other women being jealous and gossiping about her and Mr. Paul. But her criticism seemed to Amina less venomous in tone.

It was late afternoon when Amina had the time and found the courage to walk downstairs to Molly’s first floor office.

“Amina,” Molly said, greeting her loudly. “I was going to come up and see you later. You were right about the UTI. They tested her this morning and it came up culture positive. She’s now on anti-biotics. Keep an eye on Helen and let me know if you think she’s less confused and her anger level diminshes. I talked to her nephew yesterday because he was concerned. He’ll be glad to know it is just the UTI. Did you know about this or did you come to see me about something else?”

Amina was overwhelmed by Molly’s effervescent conversation style. She never knew where to begin to answer. Today, however, she was focused on getting an attorney for Mohamed.

“I am glad for Helen. I met her nephew yesterday,” Amina said, about to mention her nephew.

Molly continued. “Oh, and one more thing. Helen is going in for a cataract operation this coming Wednesday. It’s calendared but if you could work an extra hour or so later that day and be here when she comes back, I think that’ll really help her get settled.”

“Yes. Ms. Bernstein. I will be here for Helen.” She paused, and then plunged ahead. “I did not know about the UTI results. I came to see you about my nephew. He is in trouble with the police. My uncle asked me to help find a good criminal lawyer in northern Virginia.” She avoided eye contact, staring at her hands in her lap. “Someone who is familiar with drug cases. I have been told that Jew lawyers are the best. I was hoping that you would know some relative of a resident who is a criminal lawyer.” There, she had said it. Ms. Bernstein now knew. She looked up to see Ms. Bernstein with her hands cupped to her mouth, trying to smother a laugh, her brown eyes dancing with amusement.

“Amina,” Molly said, attempting, but failing to look serious. “I know you didn’t mean it, but ‘Jew lawyer,’ is not a polite term,” she said laughing, unable to control herself any longer. “It’s more like a racial stereotype. It also sounds like ghetto street talk which is not the way you usually speak.” She smiled reassuringly. “It’s ok. I’m not offended but in the future you shouldn’t even say Jewish lawyer because the lawyer’s religion is irrelevant. A drug case, you said. Not dealing I hope because that could be serious.”

“Ms. Bernstein, I am so embarrassed. Please excuse me. This was a very bad idea my coming to see you.” She stood up to leave.

“Amina, it’s all right. Sit down. I want to help you. What’s your nephew charged with?”

“Possession,” Amina said softly, remaining standing. “Possession of marijuana.”

“I can’t think offhand of any family members of residents who are criminal lawyers. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any,” Molly said quickly, noticing Amina’s look of disappointment. “Or they may know someone,” she added. “Sit here for a moment. I have to make a few calls and catch people before they leave for the day. Then, I’ll check some of the family records.”

Without waiting for a response from Amina, Molly picked up the phone on her desk, checked her monitor and dialed. “Mr. Farber, please.” She waited to be connected. “Mitch. Hi, it’s Molly Bernstein. I’m calling about your aunt. No, nothing’s happened. Actually, it’s good news. She does have a UTI. We’ve put her on antibiotics and with a little luck that should reduce her confusion and aggressive behavior. Yeah, sure, it’ll only cure her more aggressive behavior. Amina’s hunch was right on the money. Of course I’ll thank her and you should too when you see her.” Molly winked at Amina.

“Listen, Mitch,” she said spontaneously. “You don’t happen to know any good criminal attorneys in northern Virginia do you? Amina’s nephew has been charged with possession of marijuana.” Amina was shocked by the matter of fact way Molly had told almost a total stranger about the criminal charges against Mohamed.

Molly gave Amina a thumb’s up sign and reached for a pad and pencil. “Rosen. Artie Rosen. In Alexandria. How do you know him?” She listened, nodding and uh uhing periodically, while doodling on the pad. “Telephone number? Got it. Hang on Amina is right here. We were talking about your Aunt. Also, Amina can stay late next Wednesday for Helen’s cataract operation.”

Molly covered the receiver. “He’s going to call his friend to tell him to expect a call from your nephew. He needs the name.”

Amina froze. She hadn’t anticipated this at all, having to tell anyone their names. “My uncle will call on behalf of his son, my nephew, that is. Ah, my uncle’s name is Jama.”

Molly still had her hand over the receiver. “That’s his last name?”

“No, actually his full name is Jama Hussein.” She waited apprehensively for Molly to react.

Molly continued matter of factly. “Mitch. Tell him to expect a call from a Mr. Jama Hussein.” She spelled it for him. “That’s the kid’s father. Yeah, ok. Drop by my office this Saturday. We’ll talk about your aunt’s operation. Ok. If you’re not going to be here I’ll see Eleanor. Thanks, bye.”

“Wow. Pretty good on the first try, don’t you think?” She copied the name, address and telephone number of Mr. Arthur Rosen down on her note pad, ripped it off and handed the paper to Amina. “Mitch said Artie used to be a Assistant U.S. Attorney in D.C. and he and Mitch worked together on some Department of Labor cases. Artie transferred to Northern Virginia, did criminal cases, including drug cases, and went into private practice a few years ago.

When your uncle calls, he should say that Mr. Mitchell Farber recommended him.

“Thank you, Ms. Bernstein. Thank you very much.” Amina stood up to leave. She had not been herself since coming home last night. Mohamed’s run in with the police and Jama’s questioning of his son and Mariam had unnerved her. It had shattered her sense of security and triggered fears she thought she had overcome. The mindless terror of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, of being a victim of events she could not control. She had been forced to confront the reality of the police singling out a member of her own family. She was afraid for Mariam and worried she would lose her job because she was a Moslem. America no longer felt like the safe haven it had been before 9/11. She felt hopelessly adrift, but simultaneously recklessly free and unmindful of the consequences.

“Ms. Bernstein? May I ask you a question?” She rearranged her shawl more tightly over her head.

“Sure, Amina,” Molly replied, turning away from her monitor.

“I am Moslem, as you now must certainly know. Does it make a difference? Should I look for other work?” She was standing in front of the desk avoiding looking at Molly.

“Sit down, Amina,” Molly commanded gently. “You make me uncomfortable standing there. Come on,” she gestured with her hand to the chair, when Amina hesitated. Amina perched on the edge of the seat, looking like a gazelle ready to flee. “I guessed when you starting showing up at work with your head covered. And you lengthened your pants also. Right?”

Amina nodded.

“It doesn’t matter to me. You do your job and you’re very good at what you do. That’s all that should count. But,” she waggled her head from side to side, “ the Home is governed by a Board and some members are more conservative than others. A few of them want only a Jewish staff. That’s not possible in today’s job market. God, even in Israel, most of the home care givers are from the Philippines and I can assure you they are definitely not Jewish.” She laughed. “So, here at the Home, everyone is from everywhere. I don’t know the religions of the staff and we’re not allowed by law to ask. You’re Moslem. So what? I’m not going to tell anyone. There’s no need to. Does that help?”

“Yes, Ms. Bernstein it does. Thank you.” Amina hesitated, deciding whether to leave or go further. “I am taking time during my morning and afternoon breaks to pray, in the small room next to the Chapel,” she said quietly.

“That’s fine with me,” Molly said, still smiling. “Do you need a prayer rug?” she asked.

Amina stopped studying her hands and looked at Ms. Bernstein directly, impressed with the thoughtfulness of her question. “I will bring one from home. If I could store it in the closet in the room, that would be helpful.”

“Not a problem, Amina. I hope things work out for your nephew,” she added as Amina rose from her perch to leave.

Maynard’s station was in between the elevator and her unit. She debated walking around the entire wing to avoid him but decided she would have to talk to him sooner or later. She would be polite and keep it correct and short. Maybe he was too busy to chat.

“How’d it go,” Maynard boomed out when she was still more than ten feet away.

Amina noticed another CNA glance up from feeding a resident. Amina said nothing until she was standing in front of Maynard. “I want to thank you for your suggestion to ask Ms. Bernstein,” she said quietly. Maynard stopped making an entry in a resident’s chart. “She was able to help and my uncle now has the name of,” she dropped her voice “an attorney.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad I helped you,” he said, grinning up at her. He was fiddling with the pen, turning it end over end as if it were a penknife. She noticed the red and green snake’s tail tattoo on his forearm, the serpent’s body hidden from her view by his arm resting on the desk. “Anytime you have any questions or problems, you come talk to me.” She smiled tightly and walked down the hall toward her unit, certain Maynard was watching her.
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Chapter Nine
 

They were on the way to the Temple to pick up Amy and Josh from Hebrew School. The comforting warmth from the car heater was protection only against the winter weather, not Ell’s frosty attitude. She was still mad at him for the way he had disciplined Josh.

“You’re rewarding him with a trip, Mitch. That’s the way he sees it. You’re not backing me up.”

“Ell, please, we’ve been over this several times. I docked him.” Mitch ticked off what he thought totaled severe punishment. “He can’t watch tv or play any video games. He can only use the computer for school work- no-emails, no music, no games. He’s given me his word he’ll only use his cell phone for emergencies. We want that right? For our own peace of mind. He can’t have friends over and he can’t go over to their homes. I’ve given him a ton of extra chores to do. This is all for the next two weeks. What do you want me to do, rip out his fingernails?” He looked in the rear view mirror to see Oliver standing up and swaying as the Taurus skidded slightly to a stop in the Church’s parking lot. It was unplowed, as usual, due to budget constraints. He kept the engine running. The kids would be out shortly. Oliver realized that no one was getting out and lay down again.

She looked at him angrily. “You know what the problem is. You and he are going up to Sugar Loaf tomorrow for a hike in the woods. You promised to talk to me first. We went over all he wasn’t going to be allowed to do. You never talked to me about tomorrow’s trip.”

“I didn’t think it was part of the package,” he said sheepishly. “And I explained to you why we’re going now. He’s got a unit on Lewis and Clark in American History. They’re supposed to keep a journal and develop their writing skills. Mr. Randolph, his teacher, told Josh, his journal entries to date ‘sucked.’ That’s Josh’s word. I looked at his journal. The poor kid is noting down going to Hebrew School and the Nursing Home.”

He looked at Ell, waiting for her to acknowledge that their son’s journal entries were obviously pathetic.

“I asked Josh to look up where the Lewis and Clark expedition were in January after they had departed from St. Louis and he did,” Mitch continued when his wife didn’t respond. “They were in North Dakota so I suggested that he and I go for a trek in the woods, in the snow, and he could record what it was like. We’ve got snow this weekend. Who knows what the weather will be like in two weeks. We have to do it this Sunday,” he concluded, convinced by his own logic.

“Maybe, part of his punishment should be not doing living history with his father and playing Lewis and Clark in the woods, until he learns to control his temper,” she said, glaring at him. “This could develop into a major character flaw of Josh’s and you’re not helping.”

“Come on, Ell. Even Amy’s forgiven him already, after her melodramatic telephone call to her friend the other day, that Josh had almost broken her spine. I think she relished telling her.”

“This is not about Amy. It’s about Josh,” Eleanor insisted.

“It’s also about Amy,” he said. “I know it’s not her fault and I’ll talk to Josh about it but everything now in our family is all about Amy. She needs to interview Aunt Helen for her genealogy report for Hebrew school. Then your mom about the Holocaust for her 7th grade unit on something or other and also for her class trip to the Holocaust Museum. We’ve already started talking about planning for her Bat Mitzvah in June, what kind of party to have, who to invite, where to hold it. Josh is just feeling left out. We both need to be more sensitive about that.”

“Your son needs to be more sensitive about his sister,” she replied. “Anyway, you’ve done it and you know how I feel. I don’t like him being rewarded for his nasty temper.”

Mitch pointed through the windshield as Amy and Josh burst out of the side door, the Temple’s exit from the Church building, laughing together about something. They raced to the car, their book bags bouncing on their shoulders. “Come’on hon,” he said. “Let’s not argue anymore.”

Amy got to the car first, reached in, patted Oliver and climbed in the back seat. She slid across to make room for Josh. Mitch looked at Eleanor and raised his eyebrows to signal she should recognize Amy had forgiven her brother. Otherwise, she would have slammed the door in his face and made him go around. Ell chose to ignore him and their daughter’s conduct.

“How was Hebrew school?” she asked.

“Boring,” Josh said, at the same time his sister said “We need to talk about my social service work for my Bat Mitzvah. Rabbi Silver gave us some ideas today, but I don’t like any of them. You know, like work in a soup kitchen, tutor some kids after school, stuff like that.”

“You mean retards?” Josh asked.

“Joshua,” Eleanor said sternly. “Don’t you ever use that word again. How can you even think like that? We don’t talk like that at home,” she scolded.

Mitch reached over and put his hand on Ell’s arm, to restrain her from reprimanding him further. “Amy, we’ll try and think of something you find meaningful which is acceptable to the Rabbi. First things first. Do you have your questions for Aunt Helen?”

“I wrote the questions down last night and I’ve got a notebook in my book bag.”

“Is she going to interview Aunt Helen first thing?” Josh asked.

“No,” Mitch said. “We’ll have lunch first, in the cafeteria and Amy and Mom will sit with her while you and I run some errands.”

At the Home, to save time, Eleanor and Amy went inside to wheel Aunt Helen downstairs for lunch, while Mitch parked the car. He helped his son slip the leash on Oliver and Josh walked the dog around the snow covered bushes lining the parking lot. Oliver expressed a stubborn interest in one particular shrub, undecided about when and where to lift his leg, finally leaving a steaming yellow stain on a lower branch and the ground. With Oliver back in the car, and the two rear windows opened a little, Mitch signed them in.

“What’s your dog’s name?” Josh turned away from his father. The short old man, almost lost in the deep easy chair in the lobby beckoned him over. He wore a brown plaid Kongol hat, at least a size too big. It covered the top half of his ears. A dark blue wool scarf was wrapped around his neck and tucked into his gold and maroon Washington Redskins wind breaker. Tufts of grey hair grew out of both ears, matching the unruly upward arch of the end of his eyebrows. A metal cane with a stained, rubber hand grip, leaned up against the chair. He peered at Josh through thick coke bottle glasses.

“I’m the unofficial greeter for this place. So, what’s your dog’s name? I saw you walking him outside.”

“He’s Oliver.”

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Josh.”

“Ah, after our great warrior Joshua. Do you have a last name Joshua of Jericho?”

Josh smiled. “Farber. That’s my dad,” he said pointing to Mitch, standing at the sign in desk, talking to the receptionist.

“So I guessed. I’m Samuel Israel Lowenstein. My friends call me Izzy, but I don’t have many living friends left. And the dead ones don’t call me too much any more.” He waited for Josh to laugh. “So, is your dog named after Oliver Cromwell or Oliver North?”

Josh hesitated, confused. “I don’t know who they are. My mom says Oliver is named after a musical my folks liked, but I don’t know.”

“That’s too bad,” Izzy said, scratching hard at the back of his hand, as if trying to erase the large liver spot just behind his thumb. “If your dog was named after Oliver Cromwell, ‘the scourge of Ireland and Lord Protector of England’” he said melodramatically, “you could celebrate his birthday on April 25th. If he was named after Lt. Colonel Oliver North of the United States Marine Corps, of Iran Contra fame and shame, you would celebrate his birthday on October 7th.”

“All I know is what my mom told me,” Josh replied uncertain what to say about the two Olivers.

“I don’t do musicals,” Izzy replied. “I do cross word puzzles. I was working on one now.” He showed Josh the puzzle from The New York Times.

“You’re just starting?

“No, I just finished it.”

Josh looked at the blank squares of the puzzle. “But, you haven’t written anything down. It’s all empty.”

Izzy tapped a boney index finger to the part of his temple not hidden by his hat. “I do it all in my head. No need to write it down.”

“Wow,” Josh said. “You’re good.”

“Better than good, Joshua Farber. Better than good.”

“Josh, we’ve got to go,” Mitch called.

“See you around Josh.”

“See you, Mr. Lowenstein,” Josh said, waving goodbye and taking his father’s hand

Eleanor, Amy and Aunt Helen were seated at a round table in the cafeteria. Aunt Helen was the only one eating. Josh ran up to them. “Mom, I met this cool old guy who does crossword puzzles in his head. He’s in the lobby. You should talk to him.”

“Say hello to Aunt Helen first, Josh,” Eleanor said, reprimanding him. “If he’s still there you can introduce me when we leave.”

“Hello, darling,” Aunt Helen greeted Josh. “You look so much like your grandmother, my sister Lillian.” She gave him a long wet kiss on his cheek. Josh wiped her coffee off his face with his sleeve and sat down next to his mother.

“Don’t get too settled, Josh. You and I and Amy need to go get lunch. Do you want me to get you something,” she asked Mitch.

“Smoked turkey sandwich if they have it. Otherwise you know what I like. Anything else will do. And a cup of decaf. Thanks, hon.”

Eleanor hustled Amy and Josh toward the cafeteria line, leaving Mitch sitting with Aunt Helen.

“I didn’t want to ask when the children were here,” she said, leaning close to him conspiratorially. “How are things in your neighborhood? Is everything quiet?”

“Yes, Aunt Helen. Everything’s ok. We’re all fine. You can see that for yourself.”

“You never know when trouble will break out. Sometimes, it can be worse than in Poland.”

“What, Aunt Helen. What can be worse than Poland?” he said exasperated.

She looked at him, puzzled. “You don’t know. You haven’t lived there.” Mitch hoped she had exhausted this line of fantasy because she pressed her lips together and looked around the room.

“Now tell me about your family. How is everyone?”

“They’re fine,” Mitch said going along with her. “Eleanor and the children will be here soon. They’re getting lunch. We’re all going to have lunch together.”

“That’ll be nice. Where’s a supermarket? I need to buy some food for gifts. Something nice like dried apricots. There is one person here, Amina, who is special.”

“I met her with you, remember? I’ll take care of it Aunt Helen. The next time I’m in a store, I’ll get something for her.”

Aunt Helen looked puzzled. “You know Amina?” Mitch nodded and caught himself about to remind his aunt she had introduced them.

“You’re a good boy, Mitchell. Don’t say anything to the others. They’ll be jealous.” Mitch wasn’t sure who she was referring to. The other staff or to Eleanor, Amy and Josh who were coming back to the table.

“Here we are,” Eleanor said cheerfully, catching Mitch rolling his eyes.

“Oh goody, lunch for everyone. Just like a picnic,” Aunt Helen said, clapping her hands.

Josh wolfed down his grilled cheese sandwich and waited impatiently for his father to finish his coffee.

“Well, Aunt Helen,” Mitch said standing up, “Josh and I are off to run some errands. Amy and Ell will stay with you. We’ll be back in a little while.” He bent down and kissed her on the forehead.

“Don’t forget to buy you know what,” Aunt Helen reminded him. Eleanor looked at him quizzically and Mitch shook his head. “She’s pretty confused today,” he said whispering in her ear and kissing her on the cheek. “Good luck with Amy interviewing her. You might have to try again another time. We’ll be back within an hour. Where will you be?”

“I’m going to try and find a quiet place, where she won’t be distracted. Why don’t you call me on my cell when you’re in the parking lot?” Ell said.

“That’s a good idea. You’re so clever. Another reason to love you,” he said beaming mischeviously.

“Drive carefully,’ she murmured. “Have fun Josh.” Josh waved goodbye to his mother and ran down the hall to the lobby. “He’s not here,” he said when Mitch caught up with him. “Mr. Lowenstein’s gone.”

“Maybe he’ll be here when we come back.”

“Dad, you can’t believe this guy. He knows everything. Like Oliver Cromweld and Oliver North. He thought Ollie was named after them. Who were they dad? Do you know?”

“That’s testing what little I remember about British history,” he replied as they got in the car. “It’s Oliver Cromwell not Cromweld,” he said correcting his son. “He overthrew the monarchy, I forgot which king. When we get home we can Google him together and see what we find.” Mitch instantly regretted his suggestion. Ell would see this as another indication of his inability to lay down a punishment for Josh and to stick to it. He could almost hear her accusing him of backing down, arguing that this was not schoolwork and Josh was not allowed to use the computer. Maybe, technically she was right, he conceded, but it was educational. His mind picked up on the English theme. Well, in for a penny in for a pound, he thought. “We can look up Oliver North too while we’re at it, although that definitely is not ancient history. I can tell you what little I know about him and Mom can tell you who the Oliver is we named Ollie after.”

“Boy, if Mr. Lowenstein is right, he is like Mr. Google himself.” Josh said, personalizing an entire search engine.

Amina was performing her noontime prayers in the small room off the sanctuary, the same place where she had prayed for the first time at the Home on Friday. She had come to work this Saturday because the Home was still short staffed. Ms. Bernstein had called her Friday night, and asked her if she could. Amina had agreed. She felt obligated. She liked Ms. Bernstein and was willing to help, especially since Josephine was one of the CNAs taking off.

As always, she had worked on Friday, her day of rest, her Sabbath, but yesterday had been different. She had gotten up earlier than usual. At 5:30 am to pray with Jama and Medina before sunrise. She had done her ablutions before leaving for work. She had worn her wool scarf because it had been cold, but inside, she had covered her head all day with a light blue cotton scarf and worn a thin cotton sweater to conceal her arms. She had prayed during her afternoon break, carefully washing her hands and arms but symbolically sprinkling water on her socks, instead of washing her feet in the sink in the ladies room. Both times she had been alone in the little room next to the Chapel.

If she had to pray at the Home where she could be seen, then she would. But for now, she felt better with the privacy.

She called Josephine after her friend had not come in on Friday. She assumed that Jo’s husband had fallen on the ice. No, Josephine said, breaking down and crying. Thomas had become dizzy and stumbled at home. One moment he was strong and sturdy as a tree, she said. The next, he was lying on the floor staring wildly up at the ceiling. He had been complaining about headaches since Christmas. They had thought nothing of it. They were Jamaicans and the bitter cold weather always brought on sinus headaches. He was in the hospital undergoing a battery of tests. They were keeping him overnight. He was scheduled for an MRI on Saturday. She promised to call as soon as she learned anything. Amina said she would pray for Thomas.

Amina walked down the central aisle of the sanctuary and out into the hall to find Helen, waiting with a woman and a young girl outside the ladies room.

“Amina,” Helen called, smiling and waving her over. “Come meet my family. This is my nephew Mitchell’s wife and my great niece.” Eleanor and Amy introduced themselves. Amina wished she was wearing her new name tag. Hers still said Ms. A. Jackson. Ms. Bernstein said it would be ready at the end of the week.

“Amina is one of the good ones here,” Helen confided to Eleanor. “The only good one. The others. Aaah, they’re not worth talking,” she said, waving her hand in dismissal.

“Everyone here is trying to help you, Helen,” Amina said, bending down and taking Helen’s hands in hers. “This is the visitors’ bathroom,” Amina said to Eleanor. “There is a wheelchair accessible toilet on this floor. Let me show you where.” She released the brakes and Amy pushed her great aunt down the hall as Amina and Eleanor walked along side. “I am used to doing this,” Amina said when they got to the ladies room. She took Helen inside. When they came out, Eleanor asked her if there was a quiet place where they could sit with Helen. Amina walked with them to an alcove, on the second floor, at the back of the building overlooking the long, sloping lawn, now covered with snow. At Helen’s insistence, Amina transferred her from the wheelchair to a wing backed chair, and left the three of them, cozily grouped together in the warmth radiating from the baseboard heaters, gazing out at the grey sky.

Amy took out her notebook and unfolded her list of questions. “I’ve got this Hebrew school assignment on immigrants,” she explained. “We’re supposed to ask family members where they’re from, why they left, how they came to America, what they remember about their early life here. Stuff like that. Can you help me?” she said, running her words and the questions together.

Aunt Helen looked to Eleanor for help. “What does she want to talk about?”

“She wants to talk to you Aunt Helen, about your life as a little girl. Amy,” Eleanor said in a low voice. “You need to break things down more for her,” then turning back to Aunt Helen. “Do you remember being a little girl in Poland and the town you lived in?”

“Why does everyone want to talk about Poland?” Aunt Helen said with annoyance. “Mitchell asked me too. It was not a good place for Jews. The town I grew up in, such a little dirty place. Ciechanow. The Poles raised pigs. They were big, evil eyed looking animals and they smelled terribly. They walked through the mud as if they owned the streets.”

“Were the streets paved?” Amy asked.

“In Ciechanow? It was so poor, even the rags were handed down. It was always muddy, from rain or snow or from slop the Poles threw out their front doors. Why do you want to know about such things? There’s nothing good to say about it.”

“Aunt Helen, just tell me about what you remember,” Amy pleaded. “All the kids have to talk about some member of their family who came to this country. It’ll help me. Please,” Amy implored.

Aunt Helen looked at her, and then at Eleanor and shrugged as if to say this will be a waste of everyone’s time.

“All right darling. If you want to listen to this. In Ciechanow, we had to live in a ghetto. Our part of town was clean. Mama swept the yard every day and when I was old enough, I did too. Mama would send me for shopping, to the butcher for a chicken for the Sabbath meal, or to bring Papa lunch at the sawmill. I was always afraid to go to the mill. It was of course outside the ghetto. The Polish boys would sic their dogs on Jewish children. They were big like the wolves which lived in the forest outside of town. You could see in their eyes they wanted to tear your flesh off. Once I was surrounded by a group of peasant boys and they let their dog off the leash. I remember the leash was a long rope and the dog had yellow eyes. I screamed and Papa heard me and came running. He had a big knife and chased them away.” She stopped, trembled and looked at Eleanor and Amy. “Why am I talking about such things? Why do you want to hear them, darling?”

“Because, Aunt Helen, it’s part of our family’s history. How old were you when you came to America?” Amy asked.

“How old was I,” she repeated the question, closing her eyes. “Papa had left for America taking Ben, my older brother and leaving Mama, me and Lillian. How we survived that year, I don’t know. It was a very bad year. An uncle of mine gave me some work making woolen socks and mittens. I took in washing. With my husband gone, there was charity from the synagogue, which I spent on milk and eggs for my two little girls. My precious darlings. Lilly was barely three and so thin, I was afraid I was going to lose her. It was a bitterly cold winter. The coldest in my memory. And my husband Reuben was gone. The charity we received was not enough for firewood.”

Amy wrinkled up her face and was about to say something. Eleanor put a finger to her lips, signaling she shouldn’t interrupt. “She thinks she’s her mother,” she whispered. “Your great grandmother. She’s remembering stories her mother told her.”

“We slept in one bed under a goose down quilt I had brought to our wedding bed as my dowry. That quilt was saved when the ghetto in Plonsk was burned after the Czar was assassinated and the troubles began. First, the local peasants, mobs of them, drunk as usual and worked up by the authorities, attacked the Jews. We had nothing to do with the Czar’s assassination. That didn’t matter. Then, it was quiet but the kind of calm we Jews knew meant that more terrible things were about to happen, as they had happened before. The Cossacks came at night, a Friday night, the Sabbath evening when we were all in Synagogue. I never saw such horror before or since. Some things are best left unsaid forever. In the morning, those of us who had survived, gathered our belongings and left. We were led by our Rabbi who decided, under these circumstances, it was permissible to travel on the Sabbath. Together with my parents, I walked for days until we got to Ciechanow. I don’t know what happened to my younger brother, who was fifteen at the time. Maybe he was killed. Maybe he was kidnapped into the Czar’s army. We never found out.

We settled in Ciechanow because there were some Jewish owned businesses there, and there was work to be had. My father got a job in the sawmill. Poor as we were, we were well educated and I was of marriageable age. Several months after we arrived, a marriage was arranged between me and the oldest son of the Jewish sawmill owner. If we had not been so poor, the marriage would have been beneath my family. I know that. When I first saw Reuben before the wedding, I was terrified. He was young and thin, but so tall, as tall as a Cossack, with a full red beard, as well. People made fun of us as a couple, because I was short, even for Jewish women in the town. We were both very awkward at first, but I told him from the outset, being poor did not mean I was not entitled to respect. He smiled, at what any other man would have deemed impudence, especially in the first week of marriage.

He shyly confessed that he worshipped me and was proud to be married to an educated and spirited woman.

The next several years were good, or as good as they could be for Jews living in a ghetto in Ciechanow. Benjamin was our first - born, and then I lost two, one stillborn and the other after a month. Then Helen was born, followed by a little boy, born in the spring just before Passover but he was dead by Yom Kippur in the fall. I don’t even want to say their names, my poor babies. Then Lillian, my little flower Lily was born. She was so cheerful, she could put a smile on a lump of coal. Helen was so protective of her. I would bake in the kitchen, Helen would help, Lilly would be in a wooden chair away from the stove and when Ben and other boys would come in, Helen would chase them out. My husband would have men over to the house on Saturdays after worship and I would serve food and drink. Reuben would insist that all the men stand up when I entered the room. Each one would introduce himself to me and say something polite and they would all wait until the last one had finished being introduced, before sitting again. In this way, Reuben showed his respect for me. We had ‘nacchus’. Honor. These men, these leaders of our community in Ciechanow were honored to be in my presence. In my home.

And then, before Passover, when Lily was two, the troubles erupted again. Some Polish boy was missing, probably ran away from home to escape being beaten by his drunken father. The priest preached the blood libel and the peasants attacked the ghetto. Some Jews were killed, many were beaten and stores and homes were looted.”

“What’s the blood libel?” Amy whispered. Eleanor glanced at Aunt Helen who had her eyes closed. “I’ll tell you later. Ask her another question?”

“And that’s why you came to America?” Amy asked, anticipating where Aunt Helen was in her story.

“And that’s why we came to America.” Aunt Helen said, opening her eyes and pointing her finger at Amy, repeating her question as a statement. “Reuben talked to the Rabbi first, then his father. He was still alive but very old. He knew he would never see his son again, but he gave his assent. Then my husband sat down with me and we discussed it as equals. He was quite a man, my Reuben. He said things would never change in Poland. It was an evil cycle of pogroms and persecution, of fear, of perpetual insecurity, of fleeing, of poverty, of misery, mourning and death. It was no place to bring children into this world and once we had done so, we had to be courageous and find a safe place to raise our family. He was trying to persuade me to be brave, but I had already decided, when I had heard from the Rabbi’s wife, that my husband, my Reuben wanted to take our family to America. I didn’t know then how strong I would have to be for the year he was gone. And even stronger for the journey. Reuben left with Benjamin. They were the first from Ciechanow to go across the ocean and but for a few short letters, I barely heard from him for the entire year. But I knew in my very soul that Reuben was alive and struggling, working, striving every day to get us to America. That was my Reuben, my husband.”

Helen sighed. Eleanor poked Amy to look at her great aunt, her eyes vacantly staring out the window, her face glowing with the memory of the love of her parents for each other and their children.

“And then the tickets arrived for passage from Hamburg to New York, with some money to travel from Ciechanow to Hamburg for me, Helen and Lilly. His letter was simple and beautiful. It said, ‘Come. Do not be afraid. I will be there to meet you and we will be together again.’ I went to the Rabbi who blessed us and then to Reuben’s father. The poor old man was so forlorn. He was now a widower, Reuben’s mother having died after her son left. The old man’s eyes, the windows to his heart, pleaded with me not to go, not to take Reuben’s children from him just yet. He had already lost Benjamin. He didn’t have much time left to live. Let the little girls stay with him until he died. His eyes pleaded and spoke these words to me.

But his mind, which controlled his lips, spoke the words of a blessing for the safe journey that would bear his granddaughters away from him forever.

We left Ciechanow by wagon in the wintertime. I had traveled around Plonsk and Ciechanow before and I was not afraid of this part of the trip, jouncing over frozen rutted roads, wrapped in blankets and huddled on hard benches in the back of the wagon, with only a ragged canvas cover overhead to protect us from the wind and snow. As a single woman, traveling with two small girls, while not fearful, I was cautious. I had sewed the money Reuben had sent into my clothes. The tickets for the ship’s passage were in a special pocket I had made in one of my undergarments. For good measure, Helen, who was seven at the time, had money sewed into her little skirt, at the band, hidden by a broad cloth belt.

Helen was always taking care of Lilly, keeping her warm by cuddling her, telling her stories and holding her hand whenever we were not in the wagon. We stayed in Jewish homes along the way, paying for the hospitality that would not have been refused even if we had been penniless. Fortunately, at one of these stops, in a small German town, the family gave me the address of a place to stay, a hotel in the Hamburg Ghetto. In Hamburg, I was scared. I had never seen such a big city. Why hadn’t Reuben warned me? The ghetto was three times as large as the entire town of Plonsk. The hotel we stayed in was filled with women accompanied by their children. It was there, I realized I was not alone. All those Jewish women, young mothers with children, we were all embarking on this long voyage together to meet our loved ones in America. It was comforting and we women were like sisters, trading information and helping each other. Some of my ‘sisters’ told me to buy extra blankets to hang as curtains for privacy on the ship. Others told me to buy biscuits to have as extra food for the voyage. Even with my ‘sisters’ around me, I felt real terror as I made our way down into the hold of the ship, carrying my Lilly and feeling Helen clinging to my skirt. I remember it was daytime, but the hold was dark and became darker than night when the hold cover was in place.

This was steerage. The poorest passengers were down here below deck. My Reuben hadn’t been able to afford anything else. It was dark with only a few lanterns. It smelled of oil and salt water, body odors and human filth. I followed the example of my ‘sisters’ and flattened our bundles of clothing on top of the thin mattress, which God knew held what diseases in its dirty stains, and hung the extra blankets on ropes to create our ‘room.’ We slept together, me holding Lilly, and Helen on the other side with her face to Lilly’s back, her arm on mine. We were a chain of love to protect Lilly. The Jewish women and their children occupied one part of the hold. Single Jewish men were next and then, nearest to the stairs leading up to the lower deck were the non-Jews, Poles, Ukrainians, Russians, some Latvians and Germans.

I can tell you of all kinds of difficulties of that voyage, seasickness and the ever present bitter smell of vomit, toilets which didn’t work after the first week, filth like worms and droppings in the food they gave us, which we had paid for as part of the ticket price, dirty clothes which couldn’t be washed, theft of belongings and fights, even among the women over God knows what.

But it was the rumors, which were the worst for me and made the journey so terrible. The endless rumors which fed on our ignorance and traveled throughout the hold, from one anxious mother to the next, like a foul odor you couldn’t get out of your nostrils. There were rumors that our ship had to turn around and go back. How were we to know? We didn’t even know which direction we were supposed to be sailing. Then, the ship had to stop in England and we would all be taken off and held there. Why, no one knew. Then, that the Russian men on board were kidnapping young Jewish girls and raping them, or that the German crew was doing this. Some mothers, myself included, took turns staying up at night to give an alarm.

The worst rumor, and the one which turned out to be true, was that when we arrived in America, any family with a sick child would be quarantined and then sent back. I lived in daily, no hourly terror that my girls would get sick. Eye diseases, skin infections, coughs, and bloody diarrhea. Anything that would be noticed when they were examined. I was more worried about Lilly because she was only three. She was cheerful and smiling but I imagined she was getting sick. Every cough or sneeze of hers sent me into a panic. Helen sensed my anxiety and would watch over her baby sister like a nurse on duty. If another child nearby coughed, Helen would grab Lilly’s hand and move her away. She made sure Lilly wore her little wool hat when they opened the hold cover in the morning and that she was covered with the blanket when we went to sleep at night. My Helen was a blessing to me as I told her that many times afterwards. She disobeyed me only once on that voyage and I thank God in Heaven that she did.

When they opened the hold cover in the mornings, it was to give us passengers in steerage some fresh air. We looked up at the sky God created and could breathe again. You could almost see the bad odors rising out of the hold, joining with the steam coming from the funnel and disappearing above our ship. It was an airing out of our home at sea and, even though we couldn’t wash our clothes, at least we felt cleaner. Our ship had two decks above the steerage. The first class passengers’ cabins were on the top deck. So was their dining room. They used to stroll around the deck after breakfast, leaning against the railings, elegantly dressed, sleek and well fed, peering down into the open hold at those of us in steerage. We were just thankful for the daylight and the air.

I don’t remember when it started, but sometime during the voyage, the first class passengers began throwing food, taken from their dining room, down into the hold, to watch the children in steerage scramble and fight for breakfast rolls, a boiled egg, some fruit. Helen wanted to go, but I sternly forbade her. I told her even though we were poor, we were not beggars. We had, nacchus. Honor. And she obeyed me. This morning ritual continued, by people who should have known better, throwing their table scraps to those less fortunate. By that contemptuous gesture, they deprived the poorest of the poor of their dignity as well. God, on Judgment Day, will know upon whom it reflected worse.

Then Lilly got sick. They said we were less than a week from America. At first it was a runny nose. I wiped my poor Lilly’s nose so much it almost came off. Then it became a little cough, just in her throat. I was beside myself with anxiety. I was able to get some hot tea from a woman but it didn’t help my Lilly. Instead, it got worse, a chest cough which shook her little body. She stopped smiling and her cheeks lost their color. To me, she seemed listless and when Helen and I held her at night, she tossed and slept fitfully. It was after one of these nights, the hold cover was pulled back and I remember the sky was blue and the warmth of the morning sun was just beginning to creep over the railing. The first class passengers began their usual after breakfast stroll on the upper deck. I was standing, holding Lilly in my arms, her face toward the sun, hoping that the fresh air would do her some good, when I realized that Helen had let go of my skirt and was running toward the center of the hold. I saw her leap into the air for an orange. An older boy hit her on her cheek with his elbow and grabbed for the fruit at the same time. I saw Helen fall, I remember screaming and running toward her, but she got up before I reached her. Both of her hands were clutched to her stomach and at first I thought she had been kicked as well. She would not take my hand but walked with me, her thin body doubled over, away from the mass of children still scrambling for table scraps from the rich. Already, she had a purple bruise from the side of her eye midway down her cheek. She sat down, unfolded her hands and there nestled in her stained, brown skirt was the orange. I looked at her with tears in my eyes, tears of concern for my oldest daughter and tears of joy that God had given me such a daughter as Helen. My Helen. Such a tigress. I brushed her cheek gently and kissed her on her forehead. Then with my nails, I peeled the orange and fed it slowly to my Lilly. The next day the cough was gone and the day after, we landed in New York.”

“My God,” Eleanor whispered. She looked at Amy who was crying.

“Was your husband there to meet you?” Amy asked sniffling and wiping her eyes. She wasn’t sure at first Aunt Helen had heard her. Aunt Helen sat in the wing backed chair, leaning forward slightly, as if looking for someone, with her eyes closed but her head expectantly searching in front of her.

“Reuben was there.” Aunt Helen laughed. “I don’t know why God made me so short, but the same God made my Reuben so tall. I didn’t know where to look. The American officials asked us some questions, the doctors examined us and then we were in a large hall. I was in a daze, looking around but there were people in front of me and I couldn’t see over them. All I could see were the backs of heads and shoulders of those before me. Helen was holding on to my hand and I was carrying Lilly. There must have been a space in the crowd because I heard Reuben calling my name before I saw him. ‘Hannah. It’s me Reuben. Over here.’ From his vantage point, he had caught a glimpse of me. And there he was with Benjamin, our son. We were together again as a family, in America. Together in America. It was so wonderful just to say it.”

Aunt Helen sank down into chair, an exhausted smile on her face, as if she had just completed the transatlantic voyage. Her head fell on her chest and she began snoring softly.

“Mom,” Amy said desperately. “Like, I didn’t take a single note.” She pointed at her blank pad. “I forgot. I didn’t write down a thing.”

“It’s ok, Amy. We’ll sit down tonight and talk about what we remember Aunt Helen said. Her story goes back in time to when your great grandmother was a young girl, before she was married. Probably around the 1890s. That’s much better than what Aunt Helen could have remembered as a seven - year old girl on the ship coming over. You’re going to have quite something to tell your Hebrew class. Look, I have to go see Ms. Bernstein. Stay here with Aunt Helen and write down now what you can remember. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”

Eleanor found Molly in her office. She explained that she had left Amy with Aunt Helen and had to get back upstairs soon. Molly accommodated her and came right to the point.

“The issue with her cataract operation is how to keep Helen from rubbing her bandaged eye. With some residents we sedate them. Heavily. It’s hard to predict their reactions. Sometimes, the sedatives make them wacky for a week. I’m hoping that Amina’s presence that afternoon will have a calming effect and we can try a much lighter sedation. We can also restrain her but that sometimes makes people fight harder. I suspect that’s what Helen would do. It would help if Mitch could hang around for a few hours, maybe through Helen’s dinner. Just to be a reassuring presence for her. We also will need a family member’s approval if we have to go the heavy sedation route. Or restraints.”

Eleanor thought about it for a moment, seeing in her mind the weekly calendar on the refrigerator. “The kids have nothing special on that afternoon, but” she hesitated, “it is a school night. Otherwise, we all could be here. Maybe we still can do it. At the very least, either Mitch or I will be here through the early evening.”

“That’ll be fine. Let’s see how Helen does after the operation. She certainly is a tough independent lady. She’s my lone wolf.”

“Someday, I’ll tell you the story she just told me and my daughter. She was tough and brave even as a seven year old. Look, I’m sorry to cut this short, but Amy’s alone upstairs with her.”

Aunt Helen was still asleep. Amy had closed her pad and was stroking Aunt Helen’s hand, when Eleanor came back.

“Mom. I think we should bring Aunt Helen an orange whenever we come to visit. It would be our way of remembering what she did for dad’s mother.”

“That’s a nice thought, sweetheart. We’ll do that. This must be your father,” she said reaching into her purse for the cell-phone. She had barely finished giving Mitch instructions where they were, when Josh bounded around the corner, waving a plastic shopping bag.

“Mom, Amy. We bought the coolest stuff for tomorrow. We’ve got turkey jerky and beef jerky, and a great trail mix with nuts and chocolate.”

“Oh,” Eleanor said, raising an eyebrow at her husband. “I didn’t know that Lewis and Clark took chocolate with them.”

“It’s mostly dried fruit and nuts,” Mitch said defensively, “with a few small chunks of chocolate mixed in.” He bent down and kissed her. “How’d it go.”

“It was wonderful, dad,” Amy said. “Aunt Helen talked as if she were her mother. She told us about Cossacks and her getting married to my great grandfather and the boat voyage and how Aunt Helen fought this boy for an orange to save your mother from being sent back because she was sick.”

Mitch looked at Eleanor for an explanation.

“Helen told the story as she must have heard it from her mother. She was her own mother talking to us. It was very moving. Amy and I were both crying, or at least teary eyed.”

“Wow,” Josh said. “That’s like the science fiction movie, Nate told me about. It’s in the future, like the 22nd century and special people can hear people in the past. They tell them what to do and stuff.”

“You are sooo immature,” Amy said disdainfully to her brother. “This was our Aunt remembering everything as her mother told her. It’s a treasured story of our family. It’s our heritage,” she said proudly. She was about to say something else but Aunt Helen chimed in.

“What about old age? Who’s old? Who are we talking about?” She stopped, seeing Mitch, holding a plastic bag. “What did you bring me? What did you bring me?”

“I bought some dried apricots and figs, Aunt Helen. For Amina. Remember you asked me to buy something for her?”

“Of course I remember. I only forget what I can’t remember.”

Mitch laughed. “You’re right, Aunt Helen. That’s true. Let’s find Amina before she goes home and you can give her the fruit.”

Amina was pleased with Helen’s gift but seemed distracted to Mitch. He didn’t feel it was his place to ask her if something was the matter, as much as he appreciated Amina’s genuine affection for his aunt. Probably, it had something to do with Amina’s nephew, he thought.

Amina walked to the Metro, the dried fruit in her purse, oblivious to the frozen ground crunching under her thin boots. Josephine had been distraught to the point of almost being incoherent. Amina had called her toward the end of the shift, concerned that she hadn’t heard and uncomforted by the thought that no news was good news. The MRI had shown a massive tumor on Thomas’ brain. The initial diagnosis was that it was inoperable, radiation was unlikely to shrink it significantly and her husband had, at most, only a few months to live. Josephine had a cousin in New York City who worked at Sloan Kettering. It had been difficult but the cousin had been able to arrange for Thomas to be examined there, early next week. Josephine was driving Thomas up on Sunday and staying with him in New York. She didn’t know when she would be back at work.

Amina would pray for Thomas. America is a strange place, she thought as she reached the Metro. She, a Muslim was praying for the health of her friend’s husband, a Seventh Day Adventist, and she and Josephine had only become friends because they both worked at a Jewish nursing home. They were all in Allah’s hands, she thought. She knew that with certainty. Muslim, Jew and Christian. All subject to God’s will and infinite mercy. As she descended the Metro escalator, she silently praised Allah and beseeched Him to heal Thomas.




  



Chapter Ten
 

Sunday dawned bitterly cold and grey. The weather forecast was for snow flurries to the north and west of the city, with little or no accumulation. Josh brought his compass and his ‘journal,’ a steno pad in a one gallon freezer zip-lock bag, along with a few pens and pencils. He had dutifully noted down the temperature as reported on the radio when he woke up, and made another entry an hour later. In addition to the beef and turkey jerky and the trail mix, Eleanor had made them cheese sandwiches and thrown in some cookies and apples. Josh had grabbed two cans of Coke and Mitch had made himself a thermos of coffee. Mitch packed his old knapsack with their food, a camera, extra pairs of socks for both of them, gloves and mittens and carried it to the car, along with his LL. Bean duck boots. He liked to wear them in deep snow but they were too clumsy to drive in. Oliver, sensing an adventure he thought he was entitled to be part of, got in everyone’s way at the front door, until Mitch put his empty water dish and the long leash in the Taurus. That signaled to Oliver he was going. He settled down on the living room rug, his head motionless between his paws, his dark brown eyes following everyone’s movements.

In contrast to Mitch’s black fleece and worn, faded blue anorak and Josh’s hoodie and North Face parka, Eleanor and Amy were elegantly dressed for brunch with grandma. Eleanor was wearing her dark maroon winter coat. The silver brooch in the shape of a sleeping swan, the one he liked so much, was pinned to her black collar. Amy, her long brown hair done up elegantly in a French braid, had on black leggings under a moderately short skirt. To Mitch she looked older than her twelve years. His mother- in- law had sensibly decided that she preferred not to drive in the snow. The plan was for Mitch to drop his wife and daughter off at her apartment. Eleanor would drive her mother’s car to the restaurant where the three of them would have brunch, then return to Mrs. Fessler’s for tea. Mitch and Josh would pick them up around 3pm and the four of them would go on to visit Aunt Helen before dinner.

They were out of the house by ten. Twenty minutes later, after the short diversion to Mrs. Fessler’s apartment building in Silver Spring, they exited 70S and were on the state highway heading south toward Sugar Loaf. Josh had moved up to the front seat. At The Comus Inn, Mitch turned right onto a much narrower road with hills and dips. Josh removed his compass from his pocket, took a reading and noted it down in the journal. Although it had been plowed, the road had patches of windblown snow where it curved by open fields on either side. Mitch slowed down to avoid fishtailing. The Taurus handled poorly in the snow and had no weight in the rear, except today for Oliver who was about 80 pounds. They really needed a second car, he thought. It would be nice if they could buy a used small SUV, like a Jeep Liberty or the Honda, whatever it was called. Something with all wheel drive.

“There’s a road to the top of Sugar Loaf,” Mitch said. “If it’s been plowed, we’ll drive up and hike around the peak. If not, we can hike up to the top. My recollection is it’s about a mile and a half, so three miles round trip. That sound good?”

“Sure dad. So what do I put in my journal?”

“Well, you read some of the real Lewis and Clark Journal. What did they write about?”

“The weather, the Indians they met, animals they saw, birds, trees and plants, things like that. Dad, did you know they sent back stuffed animals to President Jefferson. Animals that had never been seen before. Like prairie dogs.”

“They must have described the land they were passing through. They were the first non-native Americans to do so, except, I guess, for the French trappers.”

“Yeah, we read some entries like that.”

“So that’s the answer to your question, Josh. Look around, take notes about what you see. You know, what the terrain looks like, hilly, rocky, flat whatever, and then you can write it up as your journal entry for your class.” Mitch slowed down as the road curved sharply. The parking lot at the bottom of the mountain was partially cleared but the road to the summit was not. He pulled in front of the wooden rail fence and checked the temperature on the dashboard. “Josh. Want to know how cold it is here?”

Josh took out his notebook and leaned across the front seat. “Wow, 24 degrees.” He checked his first entry of the morning. “That’s seven degrees colder than when I woke up.”

“Yeah. I’d expect it to be colder here than in the city. We’re also further north.” Josh gave him a puzzled look. “I’m only kidding. We haven’t gone that far from DC. It’s just that we’re in the country.”

He and Ell used to come here often when they were first married, for long hikes and picnics, marveling at the view of the Potomac and the brilliant fall colors from the eastern side. From the Summit they could see the broad expanse of the valleys and farms to the north. After the kids had been born, when they had come to Sugar Loaf, they would each carry one of their children in frame back carriers, Mitch with Amy who was older and heavier, Eleanor with Josh. He remembered Amy’s little heels digging into the soft flesh above his hips, right about kidney level. They hadn’t been to Sugar Loaf as a family for ages. Too many scheduled kids’ activities on the weekends had gotten in the way. He couldn’t recall their ever coming in the wintertime.

“Ok, Josh. I guess we’re going to walk up hill. Let me get my boots.” He let Oliver out. The dog first rolled in the snow, arching his back and rubbing it before running exuberantly in circles, ending up back to the tailgate. Mitch finished lacing his boots and locked the car. His call to Josh was answered by a snowball hitting him in the back. He scooped snow off the car roof barehanded, packed it and whirled around, throwing wide of the tree shielding Josh. After a few more thrown back and forth, they started up the hill, following the road, Josh excitedly running ahead, plowing the snow with his boots. Mitch estimated there were about five inches on the ground, deeper in the woods on the sides of the road.

“Listen to how quiet it is,” he said to Josh as they walked together. He pulled his dark blue woolen watch cap down over his ears and snapped the straps of his backpack across his chest. His wet hands were cold inside his wool gloves. He pointed out the trees he could identify, mostly oaks he thought from their bark, their branches bare, some hemlocks here and there, their boughs bent with snow. The warmer weather the week before had induced patches of snowbells to come out where the sun had shone through the naked trees. Now the white, cup shaped petals were bent over, doing penance for having the temerity to bloom too early. Josh stopped, carefully took his pad from the zip-lock bag in his parka pocket and wrote down the names of the trees and flowers.

“Why don’t you take a picture of the snowbells? That way you can describe them better when you are writing your journal entry,” Mitch said, swinging his knapsack off his shoulder and handing Josh the camera from the side pocket. Josh opened the velcroed flap on his mittens, exposing his fingers, held the camera and knelt down to get a close-up.

“We saw drawings they made in their journals. Do you think Mr. Randolph would let me include some photos?”

“Yeah, I’m sure he would,” Mitch said, before quickly correcting himself. “No. I think Mr. Randolph is trying to teach you how to observe and write about it. You can’t turn it into a photo album.”

Josh walked off the road up the hill toward the flowers. “Dad, look at these tracks. What are they?”

Mitch studied them, thought they might be squirrel and grabbed Oliver’s collar before he could mess them up.

“Take a picture of them too. Maybe we can look them up somewhere when we get home.”

The road was a series of sharp switchbacks to the summit. They cut the angle through the woods, joining up with the road at a higher level, walking along it for a while and then bushwhacking again. The snow was deeper in the woods than on the road. The covered fallen logs and rocks, made the going slower. They rested at Potomac Overlook, which gave Mitch a chance to catch his breath and check the cloud cover. Josh took another compass reading, facing uphill toward the summit. The sky was grey and threatening and the tops of the trees bent in the wind that had come up. Mitch guessed it would snow before they got back down to the car. He debated whether to turn back from the Overlook and decided it was worth taking Josh all the way up.

They bushwhacked one last time and Josh found deer tracks in the snow.

“Are you sure they’re deer tracks?” Mitch asked, squatting next to his son and looking at the split oval pointed impressions in the snow.

“I’m positive dad. I’ve seen them in other books. I know they are.” He took a photo and then carefully removed his pad from the zip-lock bag and drew a reasonably good facsimile of the tracks in his journal.

“That’s a great find, Josh. Good eyes. Let’s move on and eat lunch at the top.”

At the Summit, zipped up against the strong wind with their hoods tight around their heads, they stared out into the grey haze and light swirling snow beneath them to the north, Mitch whistled for Oliver who came racing around the large granite boulders.

Josh and Oliver posed as Mitch took a photo of the ‘Summit Climbers,’ as he dubbed them and checked his watch.

“Here’s an entry for your journal. It took us, call it an hour and say fifteen minutes to hike from the car to the summit.” Josh noted it down trailing his father through the flat snow covered expanse of the summit parking lot. Mitch found the picnic table he remembered on the left side of the lot, in the tall stand of hemlocks up against a rocky hill. There was some shelter here from the wind. He brushed the snow off the bench with the waterproof bottom of his backpack and took out their lunch. He opened the turkey jerky first and handed the package to Josh. They both chewed on the reddish colored, dense irregular slices. They tried the beef jerky next.

“Both are kind of sweet,” Mitch said, surprised by the taste. It wasn’t as tough as he had expected, although it was stringy. A chunk got stuck in the gap he had between his two last teeth on the upper right. “Do you know what jerky is?” he asked Josh.

“It’s some kind of dried meat. When Lewis and Clark killed anything, they always saved some and dried it to carry along with them. Like they had elk jerky, buffalo jerky, bear jerky, turkey jerky, and even snake jerky.”

“No, not snake jerky. You just made that up? Didn’t you.? Mitch asked, looking skeptically at his son.

Josh grinned at his own joke. “Yeah, dad.”

“Ok. Tell me. What would make jerky sweet?”

“Maple syrup?” Josh asked, reaching into the bag and taking out another large piece.

“That’s a good guess but I think they probably used molasses, or theirs wasn’t as sweet as what we’re eating. What’s the matter?” he asked, seeing the tension in his son’s face.

“Dad, I’ve got to pee real bad.”

“Go ahead. Find a tree, or do it out here in the open, I don’t care. Just move away from the picnic area.” He watched Josh dash toward a tree, fumbling with his pants as he ran. Young boys were so modest about being seen going to the bathroom, even by their fathers, Mitch thought. He took the opportunity of Josh’s absence to put his index finger way back inside his mouth and remove the annoying piece of jerky stuck in his teeth. He flicked it on the ground. Oliver came out from under the bench and licked it up. Mitch took out the dog’s water bowl and filled it from the plastic bottle. The dog ignored that offering. Mitch stood up and moved around. His feet were beginning to get numb. He wiggled his toes inside his boots, trying to restore feeling, and jumped up and down, keeping his hands in his pockets.

Josh sat down and reached into the backpack and took out a wrapped cheese sandwich.

“Hang on, Josh. How about washing your hands.”

“Dad. I’m eating with my mittens on.” Mitch let it go, knowing how cold his fingers felt, even inside his gloves.

Josh rubbed his mittened hands in the snow on the table and went through the motions as if he were washing his hands. Mitch passed his son the sandwich and dug into the backpack for the other one, the coke and the thermos. “If it’s this cold here in January, imagine how cold it must have been in the Dakotas when Lewis and Clark were there in the winter. Their piss probably froze before it hit the ground.” Josh grinned at his father, took another bite of his sandwich and laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

Josh hesitated before saying anything, then blurted out, “Dad, I didn’t want to pee because I was afraid my weenie would fall off in the cold.” Josh then cracked up with laughter, apparently at the image of what he had just said. Mitch chuckled and poured a cup of coffee from the thermos, warming his hands through his gloves and letting the steam from the hot liquid go up his nose. He offered the cup to Josh who took a small sip and made a face at the bitter, unsweetened taste, but held on to the cup.

They broke out the trail mix. Mitch found it difficult, with his gloves on, to grab handfuls of nuts, dried raisins and bits of chocolate. He gave up trying, tilted the bag and poured the mix into Josh’s mittened hand. They sat together quietly, listening to the wind and watching the small snow flakes fall steadily, leaving a fine granulated cover on the cleared part of the picnic table. Oliver shook the white dusting off his golden coat, the tags on his red collar rattling in the silence.

Mitch took off his right glove, picked out some of the chocolate chips from the trail mix and dropped them into his coffee. “Josh, you know sometimes in a family, there are fights, we get mad at each other, but that doesn’t mean we don’t love each other.”

“I know,” Josh said, avoiding looking at his father and digging into the trail mix bag.

“Both of you kids are very good at pushing our buttons. Amy especially gets to mom on certain things. When mom and I lose it, I blame us, because we’re your parents. We should be able to resist rising to the bait. You know what I’m saying.”

“I think so.”

“But there are times when you or Amy do something that makes one of us justifiably angry. When that happens, it means you really did something bad.”

“Like me hitting Amy with the ice ball?” Josh asked, his tone implying he knew what the answer would be.

“Yeah. That’s what I had in mind. You can measure how over the line the thing you did was by how mad mom got. She loves you and to make her shake with anger means on a scale of one to ten, you were pretty close to ten. She was so upset because you had hurt your sister. We’re family. We can yell at each other, have arguments like we do, Like all normal people do. But we don’t intentionally physically hurt each other. You understand?”

“Yeah, dad, I do. I didn’t mean to hurt her. I really didn’t.”

Mitch looked at Josh and raised an eyebrow. “You made an ice ball, Josh. Not a snowball. You wanted it to hurt. I think you didn’t expect it would hurt her so much. But you were mad. Controlling your anger is part of growing up. If you’re mad about something, don’t let your anger get out of control and turn into physical violence.”

“That’s what mom did. She was so angry with me she shook me.”

“Yeah, Josh, that’s the point I’m trying to make. You did something that was so dangerous, mom lost control, even though she loves you very much. She grabbed you. She wouldn’t have reacted that way if you had bombarded Amy with snowballs. Think about it. Mom who is always so sweet and wonderful to all of us, turned into a different person, because you hurt Amy badly.”

“I told Amy I’m sorry. She said it’s ok,” Josh offered by way of explanation.

“I think you need to tell mom you’re sorry too. She needs to hear that from you. Look, Josh, Amy is going to be Bat Mizvahed in June. It’s her special birthday this year. It’s a big deal and she’ll get lots of attention and presents and have a big party. The same thing will happen when you turn thirteen. If you were our first child and it was your thirteenth birthday coming up, I’m sure Amy would feel the same way you do now. All I can say is we love you both but that doesn’t mean we have to do the exact same things with each of you to prove we love you equally. You understand?

“Like today,” Josh replied, looking up at him. “I’m out in the woods with you and Amy’s having lunch and tea with grandma?”

“Yeah. Would you rather be having tea with grandma?”

Josh grinned. “Naah, dad, that’s not for me.”

“Me neither. Hey, it’s after one. Let’s start back down and I’ll tell you the story of my throwing an ice ball at a mail truck, when I probably was ten or eleven.”

“Really, you did that?” Josh said admiringly.

“Yup and the driver chased us down the street yelling that it was a federal offense and he was going to report us to the FBI. For a week I was afraid every time the phone rang it was the FBI calling to tell my parents.”

The snowfall had increased in intensity. The small flakes were coming down faster and already had partially filled in the boot prints they had made on the way up. They stayed on the road. Oliver still had enough energy to disappear into the woods and appear ahead of them, looking back up the hill as if to say ‘What’s taking you so long?’ When they reached the car, Mitch brushed the snow away from the lock and turned on the engine to get the heater and defroster going. His knee was throbbing as he bent it to unlace his boots. That’s going to ache tonight, he thought, limping around to the driver’s side, holding the thermos. He felt good about the hike with Josh. It had been a good father son bonding experience.

“Dad,” Josh said as Mitch sat in the driver’s seat, pouring himself another cup of coffee from the thermos. “The dashboard thermometer says it’s 22 degrees out. Its gotten colder since we came here.” He carefully wrote the temperature and time in his journal. “I’m going to write down everything now while I still remember it. What it looked like from the top, going through the woods, the deer tracks, everything.”

“Good idea,” Mitch said, “but think of these as your rough notes, not the final journal you’re going to give to Mr. Randolph.”

“This will be my field journal.” Josh steadied the pad in his lap and wrote quickly, every once in a while, glancing out the window to take in the snow on the fields and hills as if to reaffirm what he was describing. The rough part of the drive was from Sugar Loaf to The Comus Inn. From there, the road was salted and 70S was merely slush. He called Ell when he was near Mrs. Fessler’s apartment. They were waiting in the lobby when he and Josh pulled up. Josh jumped out, held the door for his mother and got in the back seat with Amy.

“How’d it go?” he asked. He could tell from his Ell’s expression that she was tense. That was usually the case recently, when Eleanor was with her mother. Mrs. Fessler had a way of showing her disapproval without expressly stating it. Whether she was being shown the proper respect and deference, whether she was ‘included’ as part of the family, which meant she thought they were not spending enough time with her, or how they were raising her grandchildren. Instead of making the time together a positive experience, she turned it around and made Eleanor feel she was failing as a daughter and mother. For some reason, failing as a wife never entered into it.

“Grandma told me all about growing up in Vienna. She went to fancy balls and concerts with her grandmother and mother. They took vacations in all these elegant places in Germany, Switzerland and Paris,” Amy said. “Dad, did you know her father worked for a Baron? And they met lots of famous people and traveled all over?”

“Yes, sweetheart. Grandma told me some of those stories when I was engaged to your mother,” Mitch said loudly, looking at Amy in the rearview mirror. “And many times afterwards,” Mitch muttered under his breath. Eleanor shot him a nasty look.

“What about her family fleeing Vienna? You were going to talk to her about that for your Holocaust study unit for school.” Mitch asked his daughter.

“We didn’t get to that.” Eleanor answered. “Maybe next weekend. She didn’t want to dwell on such unpleasant things.” Her tone made it clear to Mitch that Ell thought their luncheon and tea had been a disaster.

“That’s ok, mom. We’re not going to the Holocaust Museum for a few weeks yet. I’ll get to talk to grandma before then. Before I have to give my report.”

Josh spotted Mr. Lowenstein sitting in his usual chair, inside the Nursing Home lobby, holding The New York Times Magazine close to his face, trying to read the small print of the crossword puzzle through his thick glasses.

“Hi, Mr. Lowenstein. Doing the crossword puzzle?”

“Ahh, Joshua of Jericho,” he greeted him. “You’re right this time. I’m still doing it. Haven’t finished it yet, but I will, don’t you worry. Where have you been today?”

Mitch wandered over. “This is my dad,” Josh said introducing him to Mr. Lowenstein.” Mitch shook his hand and looked at the blank crossword puzzle page.

“I live in the assisted living wing,” Mr. Lowenstein said, gesturing with his thumb over his shoulder.

“I like sitting here. There’s more foot traffic. Not too many people come to visit our wing,” he said by way of explanation.

“Josh, we’ll be upstairs with Aunt Helen, third floor. You can stay here if you want and catch up with us.”

“Dad, I was just going to tell Mr. Lowenstein about our hike in the snow on Sugar Loaf Mountain.” He turned back to Mr. Lowenstein. “I have to write a journal like the Lewis and Clark expedition. For school.”

“Ahh,” Mr. Lowenstein sighed. “A tragic figure Meriwether Lewis. Unlucky in love, he committed suicide, although some say he was murdered. He died October 11,1809.” He shook his head. “But he did our country a great service. Right, Joshua?”

“Yes, I think so,” he said hesitantly. “I don’t know enough about him.”

“Well, then read about him, Joshua. Read and learn. Now go on, go see your aunt. If I’m not here on your way out, I’ll see you the next time you visit.”

“He must have a photographic memory,” Mitch said to his son as they got on the elevator.

“And he does the crossword puzzles in his head,” Josh added.

“Who?” Eleanor asked.

“Mr. Lowenstein. The man at the door,” Josh said.

They found Aunt Helen in her wheel chair in the tv room with Mrs. Davidson, who was sleeping. Aunt Helen was fidgeting with her Kleenex, taking them out of her belt and then replacing them. She looked up, surprised to see them.

“Hello, darling,” she said to Mitch, giving him a big hug as he bent down. “The whole family’s here. Good. Good for us,” she said, as they piled their parkas and coats on the sofa and side table.

“Aunt Helen, I brought you an orange,” Amy said, presenting it to her.

“Ohh, my goodness. How nice of you. For me. You shouldn’t have done it. You shouldn’t have done it.” She placed the orange in her lap and clapped her hands. “Let’s share it.”

“No, Aunt Helen. You keep it for dinner or later tonight. We have other fruit at home,” Mitch said, pressing the orange back in her hands.

“Is everything ok? You have enough food?”

Eleanor smiled. “Yes, we have enough food. I make sure our family has enough to eat.”

“Good for you. A terrible thing happened here today.” Mitch and Eleanor leaned closer, Mitch hoping this would not be another rape fantasy in front of the children. “Remember Mr.Paul? We had lunch together today. He was sitting at the same table. They took him away this afternoon. Some men in white came and wheeled him out on one of those carts. I don’t know where they’ve taken him. We were talking about New London and Admiral Rickover and now he’s gone.”

“I’ll ask at the nursing station,” Eleanor said, getting up.

“What? Where’s she going?” Aunt Helen asked, becoming alarmed.

“It’s ok, Aunt Helen,” Mitch said reassuringly. “Eleanor is going to find out what happened to Mr. Paul.” She came back in a few minutes and knelt down next to the wheelchair.

“The nurse said Mr. Paul is in the hospital. He had a stroke.”

Aunt Helen sat silently. Suddenly, she looked up at them and said angrily,” The only way you get out of this place is to die. That’s it.” She clamped her upper lip over her lower one and looked at them defiantly. After a few seconds, the clarity of understanding in her eyes faded. She noticed the orange in her lap and held it up to her cheeks, rolling it against her skin.

“Did you bring this for me darling?” she said to Amy. “How did you know oranges are my favorite fruit?”
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Chapter Eleven
 

The evening before Aunt Helen’s cataract operation, Mitch and Eleanor had a minor spat about Mrs. Fessler. It had been provoked by Ell asking if he could take his mother-in-law to an event at the Austrian Embassy and pick her up after bringing Aunt Helen back to the nursing home. He was standing in the kitchen, reading about lyme disease in Science Times, while Ell dried the large flowered salad bowl.

“You’re off anyway,” Eleanor said. “And you know my mother doesn’t like to drive in rush hour.”

“I’m not taking off for the entire day,” he said annoyed at being interrupted. Running Oliver in Rock Creek Park in the summer, exposed him to lyme disease. It was something he worried about. “I’m cramming eight hours of work into less than half a day. Then, I have to be at the Home in time to get her ready. I don’t know how long the operation will take, what she’ll be like when it’s over and how things will go when I get her back. Your mom could take a radio cab you know,” he said peevishly.

“The world will still be safe for democracy, if you left a little earlier. It’s not like you’re working on nuclear disarmament,” she responded sarcastically.

“What’s that supposed to mean.” He put down the newspaper and glared at her. “That what I do isn’t important enough. I know what I have to get done tomorrow and what meetings I have to go to. I don’t need your second guessing me. Your mother can drive herself, call a cab or not go at all. I don’t care as long as I’m not involved. I’ve got enough to do managing Aunt Helen.”

He grabbed the newspaper and stalked off into the living room. He heard Ell in the kitchen, on the telephone, talking to her mother. After the usual exchange about the children and the cold weather, her voice became weary. “About tomorrow. I asked him. No, mom. Mitch won’t be able to drive you. He has some meetings and will be running late as is.” No brownie points for him, he thought. Neither with his mother-in-law, nor more importantly, with Ell. Why had he reacted that way? He could have rescheduled the eleven o’ clock meeting. He had called it. Stupid stubbornness on his part and something about Ell’s mother constantly pushing for more of his time. It just turned him off. Ell came in, sat down on the sofa on the other side of the room and immersed herself in her book. He stared intently at the article on lyme disease, not really reading it any more. He had better learn to be more accommodating when it came to his mother-in-law. Perversely, he was not quite ready to say something conciliatory to her daughter, the woman he loved.

Mrs. Fessler looked at herself in the full- length mirror one more time. Her black winter coat with the mink collar was just the thing to wear today to the Austrian Embassy. This was the last Wednesday in the month, the afternoon when the Austrian Cultural Attaché hosted a tea and lecture. Her innate sense of style told her the luxurious full length mink coat, the one her husband had given her on their 50th wedding anniversary was too fancy. She sighed, closing the door to their empty apartment. She had been so lonely since her husband had died. It would be eight years this February. She would have to remind Eleanor to light a yarzeit candle. Her daughter always needed to be reminded of such things. It wasn’t such a difficult thing to remember to honor your deceased father. Why was Eleanor so irresponsible about such things? She shook her head in frustration. It was so aggravating because she had tried so hard in bringing Eleanor up to teach her about respect and family obligations.

Last night, after Eleanor’s telephone call, she had decided not to go to the Embassy, but had changed her mind. She could always leave a little before the lecture was over to avoid the worst of rush hour traffic up Connecticut Avenue. What she was really afraid of was losing her balance and falling on the ice. She didn’t like being dependent on anyone else. Still, it would have been nice to have the security of walking, supported by her son-in-law, from the car to the Embassy. The sidewalks were mostly clear of snow but still slippery in spots. She knew she would break something if she fell. She had inherited her mother’s bone structure, strikingly exquisite in her youth, and extremely brittle in old age.

Her mother had fallen at age 82 and broken her hip. Helga had been with her when it had happened. She knew it hadn’t been her fault. Her mother had stubbornly refused Helga’s help in getting up from her chair and had caught her heel on the rug. It was the antique Persian Mahal Helga had convinced her husband to buy for her mother the year they had all moved into the two bedroom apartment in Silver Spring. The broken hip had been the beginning of the end for her mother. It had never healed properly. The screws and pins had been unable to hold in the crumbling bone to which they had been attached. After the fall, she had barely been able to stand. The walker had not been much help. She had held her one leg stiff, dragging it behind her. She was in constant pain. The last year of her life she had been bedridden. Helga dreaded that more than anything else. It would be a living death for her if she lost her independence and mobility.

Today’s lecture was on the Art and Times of Egon Schiele. She didn’t particularly like Schiele’s paintings. She never had. They were too avant garde, too stark and brutal for her. Brutal like the Italian word ‘bruta’ for ugly. She had decided to go because it was a social event, a chance to dress up more elegantly for an occasion, to mingle with people, to recall when Vienna had been the vibrant, cultural center of Europe. She took the elevator to the garage and stepped carefully around the broken concrete floor leading from the elevator into the garage. How many times had she reported this dangerous situation to the building manager. Someone could fall and break their neck. Tomorrow morning, she would personally speak to him and vociferously complain, both about the danger of the broken concrete and the lack of response. These people had to be constantly reminded of their duty to the tenants.

She cautiously backed the Buick out of her numbered parking space. Driving on the streets didn’t faze her. The other drivers could watch out for her. She had more trouble in the garage with the poor lighting, pillars everywhere and the sharp turns onto the ramps. Every scrape, dent and ding on her Regal had occurred in this garage. She wouldn’t confess it but she had been responsible for damaging other tenants’ cars as well. She usually pretended that the crunch or jolt had not happened and driven away. Today, she and the tenants’ cars emerged unscathed.

Once out on 16th Street she felt better. It was a familiar route for her. Straight down 16th Street, right on to Military Road, left on Connecticut, right on Van Ness and a final right into the diplomatic zoned enclave. The area housed the Embassies of those countries that could not be accommodated on Massachusetts Avenue, at the more prestigious addresses. The Austrian Embassy was a grey square, drab, architecturally unimaginative fortress like structure, at the end of the cul du sac. Compared to the larger and more strikingly modern glass structures of its neighbors, the Embassies of Brunei, The United Arab Emirates and Nigeria, it looked like the poor country cousin dressed in unfashionable, dowdy clothing invited to a posh lawn party. It always shocked her that even culturally deficient Slovakia, once an agricultural backwater for the Austrian-Hungarian Empire had a more avant garde looking building.

The bright glare off the snow hurt her eyes, even with her boxy sunglasses and the triangular side panels. She had been wearing them in the garage. Momentarily, she was frightened, thinking she had forgotten to take her regular glasses with her. She wouldn’t be able to see or recognize anyone at the lecture. No, she recalled. On the way out of her apartment, she had put them in her handbag. She always drove with her two hands grasping the top of the steering wheel, barely separated by the width of her fist. She didn’t dare let go and reach over to her purse to reassure herself that her regular glasses were there.

Recently, she had begun to misplace things. These forgetful moments, as she called them, frightened her. She would search her apartment for the missing eyeglasses, car keys or address book, murmuring to herself to calm down, that it was not good for her blood pressure, while getting more frantic by the moment. To cope, she tried to put everything back in the same place. In the little wicker basket on the shelf by her front door.

After her husband had died, she filled her days playing bridge three times a week at different senior centers and going to the monthly lectures at the Austrian Embassy. Every two weeks she went to her hair dresser for a rinse and dye, so that her hair remained jet black, although her eyebrows had turned grey. She had even signed on for docent training at the Arthur M. Sackler Museum with its wonderful collections of Asian art. Just for something else to do. The training had consumed more time than the actual docent service and she didn’t like driving all the way downtown to the Mall, since it usually meant returning during rush hour.

What she really wished for was to spend time with Eleanor and her grandchildren. But Eleanor worked and had no time for her during the week. On weekends, Helga always felt she was an afterthought, picked up and brought along on excursions the family had to do anyway, shopping at Costco, picking up Amy and Josh from Hebrew School or from their sports activities in the spring and fall. There never was time devoted exclusively for her. Except for her birthday, when the family spent the day together and went out for dinner at a restaurant of her choosing. But it was back to the same inattentive routine the following week. True, they were together on the High Holidays, but Mrs. Fessler had never been religious. Nor had her parents. For her, celebrating Jewish holidays together was the same as Thanksgiving, an event in which she was included, but not special time to be spent with her.

Why couldn’t Eleanor understand that this was something she was supposed to do with her mother? Just the two of them, together as mother and daughter, followed by time together with the grandchildren. She understood that Eleanor had her own family and her work, although she was never clear exactly what her daughter did. She knew Eleanor wrote papers on important issues and gave speeches at conferences to experts who came to listen to her presentations. She was very proud of her daughter’s accomplishments, but Eleanor should be able to manage her schedule to make time for her mother first. Just as Mrs. Fessler had done for her mother.

And now, Eleanor and her grandchildren spent time on the weekends with Helen at that horrible nursing home. It was her son in law’s responsibility to visit his aunt, she thought. It was not right that it reduced the time the family spent with her, on the only two days they weren’t at work or school. She had refused to be dragged along to the Home. The place depressed her. All those old people, drooling and being pushed in wheelchairs, or wandering aimlessly, half undressed, around the hallways. She would never end up in a place like that. Her husband had left her enough money to be able to stay in the apartment, hopefully until she died. If the money ran out before then or she needed to be cared for, she would live with Eleanor and her family in their house. She was certain of that. Her daughter would recognize her responsibility. Just as Mrs. Fessler had taken devoted care of her mother in the Silver Spring apartment, watching tv with her, giving her manicures, and supervising the day and night shift nursing assistants. It had been such a companionable time for the two of them. Helga recognized that to enjoy her daughter’s company now, in the manner Helga wanted and not the crumbs of attention she was supposed to accept gratefully, required her to continue to manufacture reasons or occasions for the two of them to be together.

Her mind drifted back to the lunch and tea with Eleanor and Amy last Sunday. She had taken down her fine Rosenthal china tea set, carefully washing it by hand in the morning, setting the table for their return from the French restaurant not too far from her apartment house. The service had been attentive and properly deferential, without being intrusive. She had appreciated that, although she thought the food had been pedestrian. She had enjoyed herself, telling Amy about the glorious days in Vienna between the two World Wars. Her mother had been quite the beauty, much sought after at dances and dinner parties.

She remembered the photo studio, where her mother had gone to have her portrait taken, bringing Helga along, pointing out the portraits of famous people hanging on the walls, Counts and Countesses, Cabinet Ministers, actresses and powerful financiers, including her husband’s employer. And her mother was having her portrait taken by the same photographer. Actually, it had been one of his assistants, but it was in the same studio. And the famous photographer himself had dropped by to meet her and, after kissing her mother’s hand, had even greeted Helga, with a slight bow from the waist. She had been about nine at the time. Helga had told Amy all of this, recalling the details as if it had been yesterday. Amy had been enthralled. Helga could see that. What young girl wouldn’t be? However, Helga couldn’t understand Eleanor’s reaction. Impatient, almost to the point of being impolite, trying to manipulate the conversation to the time when Helga had fled Vienna in 1938 and the dreadful years before her family had arrived in the United States. Why would Amy want to hear about that? What were they teaching in school these days? Her granddaughter had told her she was reading a book about a young Jewish girl hiding with a Danish family during the war. Her class was going on a trip to the Holocaust Museum. Didn’t any of these educators with their university degrees realize children had to be protected from such awful experiences and not deliberately exposed to them?

Helga noticed she was passing UDC, her landmark before Van Ness. She changed lanes without signaling, oblivious to the screech of tires behind her, turned right on Van Ness and drove up the hill toward the Embassy. She knew she would have to tell her granddaughter about the family’s escape from Europe. Eleanor had insisted it was necessary for Amy’s school project. She would have to collect her thoughts and organize the story in such a way that it would be suitable for Amy. Not now. She was going to enjoy her outing. She acknowledged, with a slight nod, the junior staff person who held the door open for her, handed her coat to another more junior Embassy employee, and mingled with people. They were mostly widows, like herself, and regulars to these lectures. She found a seat toward the front where she could see and hear better.

The lecturer was a pencil thin, studious blond young man in his thirties, with the complexion of a peach. Too young, she thought, to be a professor from the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna. The lights dimmed and the first slide was of the Vienna Opera House, quickly followed by buildings she knew from her childhood, the Schoenbrunn Palace, the Parliament and Stefan’s Dom. All she had to hear was his reference to the fate of Schiele’s art in Nazi occupied Vienna, and her mind went into freefall through the dark door she deliberately kept locked and barred. She tumbled, against her will, into the room filled with memories of the constant fear of capture and extermination by the Nazis and her family’s perilous flight through Europe.

It had started when she was only 12 years old, living an upper class life in Vienna, with parents who didn’t even think of themselves as Jewish. It had ended almost five years later in New York City after a dangerous, hard journey through Europe where her birth religion was a death sentence. Her family had been lucky. They had survived. In retrospect, they had always moved on just before the borders closed, the Germans invaded, or the local fascists, as willing accomplices for the Nazis, had rounded up the Jews for deportation to concentration camps. Or killed them outright.

Besides luck, her father had been clever. Shortly after Anshluss in March 1938, anticipating that the Nazis would bring their Nuremburg laws and impose them on the Jews of Austria, he had liquidated their assets, opened a Swiss bank account, and become a partner in a Hungarian trading company. That money, together with her mother’s jewelry, which was sold when needed, had given them the means to pay for their travel and bribe officials when necessary, all across occupied Europe.

They had stayed in Budapest for about a year and a half, living quite well and leaving for Romania in November 1939, before Hungary entered the war on the side of Germany. After a short stay in Bucharest, they had hurriedly fled the country through a port on the Black Sea before Romania had sealed its borders and cracked down on what it called the Bolshevik Jewish population. They had spent almost ten peaceful months in Istanbul living in the Balat Section, one of the old Jewish quarters on the western shore of the Golden Horn before leaving by freighter, west across the Mediterranean, to Genoa and Marseilles. This was the time of the Phony War, while Germany digested Poland and planned its invasion of the Low Countries and France. They had arrived in Marseilles, a month before France surrendered and Marshall Petain formed his Vichy Government. Her father had taken them to Annecy, near the Swiss border in hopes of getting asylum in Switzerland because he had a Swiss bank account. When it had become clear that the Swiss were more fond of Jewish money than Jews and the border was closed to them, they had begun a perilous trip by car through Vichy France, across the border with Spain and finally arriving in Lisbon in July 1941. Ultimately, they had left Europe for good in April 1942, bound for the United States.

Helga decided this much she would tell Amy, and perhaps the story of her father’s arrest and how they had lived in Budapest. She had never told Eleanor, and she certainly would not tell Amy, about Uncle Rudolf and Aunt Sophia, their Rumanian relatives. Nor how Rudolf, an alcoholic, an inveterate gambler and cheat, had convinced her father to take him and his family with them, and how his dissolute life had cost all of them dearly. Some stories were best left untold. She wished she could forget them but they would at least die with her.

Helga vaguely heard the lecturer referring to Gustav Klimt as Schiele’s mentor in Vienna. Instead of drawing her away from her bad memories, his comment made them more vivid. She knew for certain the date her father had been arrested. It was May 8, 1938, the day she won the French language award in her school. She had been describing the ceremony to her mother, when one of her father’s employees had called. Her father had been publicly taken by the Gestapo, in the middle of the afternoon, from his office on the RingStrasse near the StadtPark. Helga’s mother, frantically called her husband’s attorney. Insisting on an immediate appointment, she rushed down to meet with Herr Doktor Otto Klausner. Helga had never been clear on the details. She only knew that after several telephone calls, Dr. Klausner, who had represented the German Embassy for years, was informed that her father would be released that night on the condition that he leave Austria within 24 hours. Nothing else could be done and his release itself was miraculous because he was a Jew. Her father had gone back to his office to ‘wind up his affairs,’ leaving her mother and Helga to pack. Her mother had been distraught, overwhelmed by the task of deciding what to take and what to leave.

The next morning they had abandoned their spacious apartment, leaving behind massive, dark carved wood antique furniture, oriental rugs, most of their clothing, her mother’s fine china, crystal and silverware, and the paintings they had hanging on the walls in heavy, ornate plaster gilt frames. All had been left in the care of Frau Rosa, the family cook and servant, who had lived with them for as long as Helga could remember. Poor, distraught, diminutive Frau Rosa had been up all night helping them get ready, her grey hair pulled back in a bun, with wisps straying like frayed wool at her temples. Helga remembered the poor woman had alternately wailed and bowed as they left, swearing that she would maintain the apartment exactly as they had left it until they returned.

They had taken a taxi to the Bahnhof and boarded the morning train for Budapest, her father carrying his black, locked briefcase, wearing a dark blue three piece suit with the gold watch fob and key to the briefcase, stretched across his prosperous stomach. They each had one suitcase and her mother kept her oxblood leather jewelry case on her lap for the entire journey. They traveled first class in their own compartment, her father quietly contemplative, her mother nervous and distraught. Helga remembered how frightened her mother had been when the train had stopped at the border, expecting either the Austrian border guards to haul them off, or the Hungarian soldiers to deny them entry. Her father, exuding just the proper mix of confidence and politeness, had produced their passports. His was Czech. Theirs were Austrian.

The appropriate stamps were imprinted on the watermarked pages, and they had entered Hungary as easily as if they were going on vacation.

For Helga, but for the terror of having to leave immediately, and her mother’s frenetic behavior, it was like a vacation. They arrived at the Hotel Szent Gellert, in old Buda on the west side of the Danube, an impressive, solid multi-story stone building, with thick rich rugs in the lobby and uniformed doormen, bellmen, desk clerks, elevator operators and maids everywhere, bowing and greeting them obsequiously. Her father had reserved a suite, with a spacious sitting room and bedroom. Both rooms, with their floor to ceiling windows, had a magnificent view of the Danube. The next morning, despite his wife’s pleas, not to be left alone, Helga’s father went out to attend to business in the financial and banking district. He instructed his wife to enjoy herself and take Helga somewhere educational.

Instead, her mother had called room service and the two of them spent the entire day barricaded in the suite, her mother afraid to venture out. She had talked incessantly to Helga, as an adult, although she was only twelve at the time, about how could this have happened to them. They knew important people, they attended balls and concerts, went to the Vienna Opera and the New Years Eve Ball at the Opera House, to which only the finest people were invited; they could not be lumped together with the Jews from the shetls, or those who were simple shop keepers, or rag collectors, or coal cart haulers; her family came from Bratislava where, for one hundred years, they had been newspaper publishers; her aunt was married to an Austrian Count, who had been in the court of Emperor Franz Josef before the war. There must be some mistake. The Germans, who themselves were cultured, although not to the same degree as the Austrians with their long history of art, literature, music, opera, Mozart and Strauss, she said in an aside, didn’t understand Viennese society. She went on and on, alternately assuring herself that it had been a mistake and they would receive a telegram to return to Vienna.

No. The authorities would send tickets for them to return, along with a lengthy apology. Or, the Nazis would be in Budapest within the month and all was lost and what would become of them.

Her father was furious when he returned to the Hotel and found his wife in such a state, having remained hidden in the rooms the entire day. It was the first time she had seen him lose his temper with her mother. Helga was afraid he was going to slap her. “You stupid, foolish woman,” he repeated over and over again. Then, he ordered her to get dressed for dinner. They had dined in a fancy restaurant overlooking the Danube, where a violinist in a tuxedo had played a Strauss waltz especially for them. Back at the Hotel, he deliberately strolled to the mezzanine overlooking the hot thermal pool, exclusively for use by the guests. Returning to their suite, he ordered a brandy and a cigar and explained what the family would do.

Tomorrow, his ladies would go shopping. They would buy bathing suits for taking the thermal waters at the Hotel Spa. They would go to the Castle Quarter or the Danube Promenade, if the weather permitted, or if it did not, they would go a Museum, St. Stephan’s Basilica, the Matthias Church, or even the Dohany Street Synagogue. He didn’t care where they went, so long as each day, Helga and her mother did something cultural and exciting. He had business to attend to, but would be back in the evening when they would all go to dinner. When her mother had protested and said they were refugees, her father had become angry again. There were many things she had never understood, business and politics being two of them. Those were his responsibilities, he said. He was a financier, a middleman doing business in goods, lumber and turpentine from Austria, sugar, dessert wines and brandies from Hungary, food stuffs and petroleum from Romania, fine soaps, perfumes and wines from France. These products were still in demand. He had business connections in Vienna, Budapest, Bucharest, Paris and Berlin. Vienna and Berlin were closed to him. The other capitals were not. While it seemed that Germany, under Herr Hitler, might provoke a war, there was no war yet, he said with optimism.

“But the Nazis are in Austria,” Helga’s mother had protested. “We’ve lost everything. How long can we live in this hotel in Hungary?” Her father had smiled, a kind of knowing, self congratulatory smirk. “We haven’t lost everything. We’ve lost what we had in the apartment and the little cash I left in the bank.” Helga hadn’t understood everything but she grasped, from what her father told them, he had anticipated the Nazis would confiscate the property of Austrian Jews. Between March and May he had transferred money to a Swiss bank account and become a partner in a Hungarian trading firm. That firm would carry on the business of his now defunct Austrian company. He himself had been born in a Hungarian part of Austria. Hungarian was his first language. He had, in his briefcase, stock certificates which could either be cashed in or become equity in his Hungarian business. And that company would continue to be profitable and he would share in those profits. The Nazi laws prohibiting Jews from being partners with Aryans, or doing business, or owning stock, did not apply in Hungary. They would stay in Hungary. He would find a nice furnished apartment for them and he would continue to work and earn money. They would hire tutors for Helga and they would wait and see what would happen. In the meantime, he demanded that his wife act properly in a dignified manner that reflected well on him, and not sneak around as if she were compelled to wear the yellow Star of David on her fine winter coat.

And that was how they lived, in relative luxury and calm for the next fifteen months, while the Jewish communities in Austria were decimated. Then, in September 1939, Germany invaded Poland and her father had been forced to make other plans.

They left Hungary for Bucharest where her father had other business contacts. Helga’s mother also had relatives in Romania, although they had never been close. Helga had once overheard her parents talking about Uncle Rudolf and his wife, Sophie. Her mother’s tone had been contemptuous of her aunt, and venomous in describing her uncle’s bad habits. Perhaps, because of what her mother had said, when they first met, Helga had been repulsed by her uncle kissing and patting her affectionately.

Uncle Rudolf was almost forty. He was waiting for them at the Gara de Nord, Bucharest’s main railway station. He had a face like a ruined Greek or Roman temple. One could see how well proportioned and handsome it must have been when it was first built, by the remnants of what was left. He still had a high forehead and square jaw. His mustache, which must have given him a dashing air as an officer in the Austro-Hungarian Army in the First World War, set off his sensuous lips. His eyebrows were straight, not arched and just the right distance apart, bushy lintels for his dark, penetrating black eyes. With age, and, according to Helga’s mother, his bad habits, his head appeared too large for his thin neck. The flesh under his chin sagged like the dewlap of a cow. Helga had disliked his habit of constantly smoothing the hairs of his mustache under his nostrils and using the same hand when he patted her cheeks or touched her. She hadn’t liked the way he had looked at her mother’s jewelry box or her father’s fine suit, as if appraising them for their cash value. She had been especially uncomfortable when he had studied her in the same way. At the time, she had been too young to understand what his look meant.

They had stayed in Bucharest less than a month. The Government, virulently anti-Soviet, regarded Romanian Jews as Bolsheviks and foreign Jews as worse. When they left for Istanbul, they had been accompanied by Uncle Rudolf, Aunt Sophie, their son, Karl, his wife, Bianca and their three year old boy, Ignatz.

Helga’s lasting impression of Istanbul was of the graceful minarets of the mosques. They had been so strange and oriental and Moslem and yet the family had been safer here than in the old capitals of Europe with their more familiar and imposing Catholic and Protestant cathedrals. Turkey, in early 1940, was a refuge for Jews fleeing Europe. It was a reprise of the Ottoman Empire’s compassionate policy of welcoming the Jews expelled from Spain almost 450 years earlier. Helga’s father could have decided to sit out the war in Turkey. But the pull of Europe was too strong for him. Perhaps it was the hope that they would be accepted in Switzerland. After all, there was her father’s Zurich bank account. Whatever the reason, they made the decision to leave the safe haven of Turkey and take a ship across the Mediterranean to France. And cunning Uncle Rudolf, who was living off her father, persuaded him to take his family with them. Helga never understood her father’s decision. Since she and her parents lived downstairs from them, even Helga knew that Rudolf and Karl frequently came home to their own apartment, late at night, noisily drunk and rowdy. They boasted of how they had cheated this one or fleeced that fool at cards.

Uncle Rudolf’s family was not in any danger in Istanbul. It was not a question of abandoning relatives to Nazi extermination. But she was too young to think of questioning her father’s decision. Her mother didn’t object. She was too nervous and distraught from having her world, as an assimilated Viennese Jew, collapse.

Before they left Istanbul, in April 1940, by freighter to Genoa, the women sewed Helga’s mother’s jewelry into their clothing for the journey. Each woman had some garments with the hidden stones, although Helga and her mother had the most valuable jewels in theirs. The next seven months were marked by periods of boredom of slow travel, alternating with moments of sheer terror, at ports and border crossings and arbitrary checkpoints, wherever they had to show their papers. The close quarters, made Helga, then age 14, privy to her parents’ discussions. They treated her more as an adult than they would have had they still been living in Vienna. Her mother believed that Aunt Sophie had told Uncle Rudolf which pieces of clothing held the most valuable jewelry. Helga’s mother was constantly afraid that Rudolf would steal her clothing. She was too blinded by her fear to see that Rudolf’s constant handling and squeezing and hugging of Helga had a far more devious immoral purpose than feeling for the jewels in her shoulder pads.

Her father believed, as a Swiss bank account holder, he and at least his wife and daughter could enter Switzerland from Vichy France. Helga thought her father would have left Uncle Rudolf behind if necessary. Perhaps Rudolf had thought so too. It never came to the test. Instead, the Swiss refused entry to any Jews, account holders or not. They were all trapped together in Annecy. Even worse, Vichy France decreed that foreign Jews, as distinguished from French Jews, were not entitled to exemption from the Nazi’s racial laws. Vichy France was no longer safe for them. Her father determined they should go to Spain. Uncle Rudolf suggested her father buy a used car because traveling by train would be risky. Only Uncle Rudolf and Karl knew how to drive. From the time they left Annecy, Uncle Rudolf was in control. Helga’s father was compelled to give him money to bribe someone for petrol, or repairs for their black Citroen, or information on the best route south, always paying, but never knowing how much Rudolf kept for himself.

For Helga, her real nightmare began once they left Annecy. She was the only one who spoke French. She had to accompany Uncle Rudolf when he went to buy petrol. She was the one who went into the little hotels in small towns and asked for directions, while Uncle Rudolf waited outside. She had to enter a store in a disreputable part of a town and try to sell jewelry and bring the francs back to Uncle Rudolf, parked somewhere near by. Although she knew the amounts received and told her father, somehow Rudolf always managed to keep some money for himself. Sometimes, they would leave the family in one town and drive together to isolated farmhouses, to buy cheese or vegetables. At each of these stops, Rudolf would ask her to inquire if there was wine or brandy for sale. Sometimes, Helga wouldn’t ask and would lie and say there was none. But when they came to farmhouses where there were empty bottles outside on a table, she couldn’t avoid it. Their precious francs would change hands and the wine would be opened for dinner. Rudolf and Karl would finish the bottle off later that night.

When everyone was in the car together, Helga sat in the back next to Bianca, who held Ignatz on her lap. But on the occasions when she was alone with Uncle Rudolf, she had to sit in the passenger seat up front, leaning against the door as far away from him as possible. It seemed he manufactured reasons to drive alone with “his beautiful little translator” as he called her. When she had protested a trip to this town or that place was unnecessary, Rudolf had always succeeded in convincing her father, oblivious to the danger to her, that it was. At first, he had simply tried to charm her with stories of his exploits in the First World War. Later, again to impress her, he told her of his glittering life in Bucharest, attending parties and balls, his success at the gambling tables of elegant casinos, triumphing over rich White Russians, many of them exiled nobles from the court of the Czar. Finally, he had told her of the beautiful women he had met, reaching across the gearshift, to pat her knee, explaining that she too would some day grow up to be such a beautiful woman. His talk, as was his touching her, was always done or couched in a way that he could deny any accusation of impropriety she might make. Helga was terrified not of what he might deny but of what he might do. She sensed he was assessing her defenses or her willingness and waiting for the right moment. Given his alcoholism, she feared that he would assault her when he was drunk.

By January 1941, through some miracle, they had reached Barcelona. They had paid a huge bribe to Spanish border guards to escape from France. Once across, Helga felt tremendously relieved. Her translation services would no longer be needed. There would be no more trips alone with Uncle Rudolf. She was fifteen years old and very much aware that Uncle Rudolf openly stared at her developing body. They lived in a cheap hotel, she, her mother and father in one room, and Uncle Rudolf, Aunt Sophie, Karl, Bianca and Ignatz in the one adjacent to theirs. At night, she could hear through the thin walls, Aunt Sophie crying and the ripping sound of cloth, as Rudolf searched for more hidden jewelry to sell. The money he got for Helga’s mother’s jewels was spent on wine for him and Karl, or gambled away in the cheap bars along the dank, smelly wharves.

One night, after a few weeks in Barcelona, Helga was shocked awake by a pounding on their door. Her first instinct was it was the Gestapo because the man was yelling in German for them to open up. It took her a moment to recognize Rudolf’s voice. He collapsed into the room, reeking of cheap wine and sweat, his face bruised and bloody, sobbing, falling on his knees, begging Helga’s father to help him, that they must leave immediately, get out of Barcelona. Get away now. The commotion brought Aunt Sophie and Bianca into their room, Bianca holding Ignatz, half asleep in her arms. Her mother boiled water while Aunt Sophie wiped the blood off her husband’s face with a towel. He and Karl had been attacked by a gang of toughs outside a bar, robbed of their money, Karl had been stabbed and was dead and Rudolf had barely escaped with his life. Bianca had let out a soft sob and collapsed against the door frame. Rudolf, calmer now, insisted that they leave in the morning, for where, he had no idea. Helga’s father wasn’t convinced. If Rudolf and Karl had been assaulted, why was it necessary to flee? Rudolf and Karl had been victims, not criminals. Rudolf moaned, through his swollen lips, that they didn’t speak Spanish, the young men who had done this probably were from Barcelona and the police would side with them. Even in his panicked state, Rudolf shrewdly played on her father’s fears. Since they were all refugees, the Spanish police, especially voracious against Jews, who they knew from experience had escaped with what gold and diamonds they could carry, would take everything from all of them, leaving them destitute with no resources to continue on.

Her father finally agreed and they had left hurriedly in the early dawn, the sun just coming up over the harbor where Karl had been killed. Helga sat in the back next to Bianca, her face grey and drawn with sudden grief, clutching Ignatz to her, the little boy drowsing after his sleepless night. Helga’s father had determined they would go to Portugal, which had meant driving through the heart of Spain. After one day’s drive, the engine developed a whining, high pitched sound. Her father thought that since they were still near the French border, people might understand, if not speak French. He insisted that Rudolf and Helga drive ahead and find a garage where they could get the car fixed. Helga had dreaded being alone again with Rudolf. However, he was so distraught by the death of Karl, that he barely talked to her.

In a small town, they found a mechanic who at least understood Helga’s French, although her vocabulary about car parts was limited. He tinkered around under the hood of the old Citroen until it had sounded reasonably normal. The mechanic told Helga the price for his services, Helga translated into German for Rudolf, who pulled a wad of dirty, worn pesetas from his pocket, peeled off the correct amount and gave them to her, before furtively stuffing the remainder back into his trousers. Helga said nothing to Rudolf and pretended nothing was wrong. She chatted constantly on the drive back, desperately attempting to put him at ease and make him think she hadn’t the brains to notice that a man robbed at knife point the night before, wouldn’t be carrying a thick wad of pesetas around the next day. She was terrified that Uncle Rudolf would kill her if he suspected she knew. For her, the drive from the small town back to the place where they had left the others, was the most dangerous part of their entire flight. After that, she vowed that she would never be alone with Uncle Rudolf again.

Initially, Rudolf had been submissive, almost obsequious towards her parents, consoling to his wife and Bianca, and doting on his grandson. The further away they got from Barcelona, the more he reverted to the way he had behaved on the drive across France. He demanded money for food, bought wine, ostensibly for all of them, and finished the bottle himself after dinner. It was Aunt Sophie who had changed. She seemed harder, more watchful and doting on her grandson. It seemed to Helga that Aunt Sophie and Bianca, had become more attached to each other in their grief and in their common purpose to protect the little boy.

It took them until early May 1941 to reach the border with Portugal. They were not the only refugees seeking to cross but after a few weeks of waiting, applying for entry permits, finding the right officials to bribe to move their applications through to approval, they entered Portugal in early June and reached Lisbon by the middle of the month. They found lodging in a dilapidated house, on a narrow cobble-stoned street, in two dark, cramped, rented rooms, with a common door to the hallway and one connecting door between them. They lived off the money they obtained from selling the remaining rings and necklaces, brooches and bracelets, studs and pins, and gold watches, chains, and settings, that Helga’s mother had first carried in her jewelry box when they had left Vienna three years ago. They sold the Citroen which had gotten them from Annecy to Lisbon and with that, they were no longer dependent on Uncle Rudolf. Her father became much more careful in doling out their dwindling supply of money. More often than not, he handed it to Aunt Sophie in the morning, who would immediately leave to buy bread, milk and cheese, and extra food for Ignatz.

Her father purchased a small German-Portuguese dictionary, called a Lilliput because it was no bigger than the length of his thumb and half as wide. Over the next few months, he managed to teach himself the language by listening to Portuguese radio and tediously working his way through the newspapers. He frequented the city’s parks and coffee houses, gathering information while planning what to do next.

And then, Ignatz became ill. At first, it seemed like a common cold, caused by the constant rain of early winter. But then it developed into a terrible chest cold, with a surprisingly deep hacking cough for such a small body. Ignatz lost weight and turned grey in color. Finally, Bianca and Sophie carried him to a clinic, attached to a Catholic Hospital in the neighborhood and found the sheltered courtyard filled with adults and children in similar condition. A nun, walking among the anxious mothers with their coughing pale children, had stopped, looked at Ignatz and said a word in Portuguese which had sounded familiar, and then in German, “die Tuberkulose.” The hospital had no medicine. The nun explained in poor German that there was nothing they could do for little Ignatz.

Surprisingly, Rudolf was the one who had not despaired. He was certain he could find someone who knew where to buy the right medicine on the black market. Perhaps because they wanted to believe there was some hope, they trusted him. Perhaps, it was because he didn’t ask for any money or jewels to sell for escudos. For the next several nights, as Ignatz barely held his own, Rudolf was gone, prowling the city he said, but without any luck. Then, one morning, as they were just waking up to another cold, rainy November day, he had come back, smiling with success. Not only had he found a source, he had found a German-Jewish refugee doctor who would examine Ignatz and give him the injections. But, it would be expensive and he needed to pay for the medicine up front. The doctor, being Jewish and treating refugees like himself, would not charge much, but he too had to be paid something. Helga’s father gave Rudolf all the money they had received from selling the Citroen. Rudolf had stuffed the roll of escudos into his shirt, kissed his wife, Bianca and Ignatz and hurried off on the mission to bring back the miracle medicine and doctor to save his grandson.

He returned before noon, ushering in a bent stooped unshaven man, wearing a stained suit and carrying an old leather bag. Rudolf introduced him as Dr. Flegler. The doctor felt Ignatz’ throat, lifted his lids and looked at his eyes, and then, with shaking hands, took a syringe from his bag, wiped the boy’s arm with a cloth and injected the contents into a vein. Bianca and Sophie stood by, smiling hopefully, watching everything but really seeing nothing. Helga’s mother offered the doctor some tea but he said he was too busy with other calls to accept their hospitality. He was flustered when Bianca asked him when he was coming back, mumbled something about probably tomorrow at the same time and left abruptly.

During the damp night, with the cold air leaking into the room, Ignatz’ cough became more of a rattle. By mid-morning the next day, he was breathing so shallowly, that Bianca implored Rudolf to run and find Dr. Flegler. Rudolf had not returned by mid-afternoon when Ignatz breathed his last. Nor was he back by nightfall. Sophie and Bianca left to go to the hospital and ask where they could bury Ignatz. Bianca carried the wasted body of her son in her arms, wrapped in a blanket. When they returned, without the boy, Helga and her parents sat with them in their room, grieving together in silence. Helga’s mother boiled some water for tea, Sophie and Bianca wrapped themselves in blankets and sat on the bed where Ignatz had died. Everyone seemed too exhausted with fleeing, struggling to exist and dealing with fear, uncertainty and now death, to speak. Helga’s mind returned to her secret, of Rudolf paying for the Citroen’s repairs the day after Karl had been stabbed.

As they prepared to go to bed, the quiet somber mood was disturbed by the sound of someone crawling up the stairwell, like a wounded animal moaning in pain. Sophie went to the apartment door and found her husband in the hallway, on all fours, sobbing uncontrollably and smelling of alcohol and vomit. Rudolf, leaning on his wife, staggered into the apartment. He collapsed into a fetal position on the floor, holding his head with his hands over his ears, trying to protect himself from whatever he thought was pursuing him.

Helga’s parents left Sophie to tend to her husband and retreated to their room. When Helga lay down, with her head close to the wall separating the two rooms, she heard Sophie talking too softly to make out her words and Rudolf pleading loudly and repeatedly for her forgiveness for what he had done. Helga fell asleep exhausted, wondering what Rudolf thought he had done which was so terrible to compel even him to beg his long suffering wife for absolution.

The morning of December 1st dawned cold and rainy, as had most of the days of the preceding month. Sophie came into Helga’s parents’ room and without even greeting them, announced that after Rudolf had regained control of himself she had told him to leave. The last she had seen of her husband, he had been walking unsteadily down the hill toward the city center. Helga’s father left shortly afterwards to meet someone in a park but returned almost immediately. There was a crowd at the bottom of their street, an ambulance and the police. Rudolf lay dead in a crumpled heap, apparently having fallen and hit his head on the cobblestones. Sophie received the news stoically, as if she already knew. Her eulogy for her husband was the cryptic comment that a man responsible for the deaths of his own son and grandson could not expect any mercy in either this life or the hereafter. She excused herself to tell Bianca. Helga noticed the questioning glances her parents exchanged and the silence from Sophie’s room.

In the spring of 1942, when the grapes in the vineyards were just beginning to become plump with promise and Lisbon’s parks were filled with young lovers, Helga’s father applied to the U.S. Embassy for transit visas to China for their family. A few weeks later, they were granted. Her father had been able to prove, with the precious partnership papers he had carried with him from Istanbul, that he owned part of a business in Shanghai. He offered to try and take Sophie and Bianca with them but both refused. Sophie, now looking more like a woman with steel for a backbone than the mousy, submissive wife who had joined them in Bucharest, said she and Bianca wanted to stay in Lisbon. They were tired of running. Before leaving for the United States, Helga’s mother gave Sophie some of her blouses. Only later, did Helga remember that these were the ones with the larger diamonds sewn into the seams. With numbness more than fear, they endured the perilous voyage across the U-boat infested Atlantic. Upon landing, her father applied for permanent visas to the U.S. After the mandatory six months living across the New York State border in Canada, and another cold winter, Helga and her parents finally arrived in New York City, as permanent U.S. residents, in January 1943. It was almost five years since they had fled Vienna.

“That is why, Egon Schiele loved Vienna so much,” the lecturer concluded, to a smattering of polite applause. Mrs. Fessler wearily stood up. Her body felt as if it had been cramped into that old Citroen for weeks. She looked around slightly confused, almost expecting to see Sophie and Bianca among the women clustering around the young professor at the podium. After their arrival, Sophie and her mother had exchanged letters for a few years. The correspondence had then dribbled on and off over the years following the war and then nothing. She thought she knew what had happened to Karl and why Ignatz had died. If Aunt Sophie were still alive, Helga would have asked her to confirm her suspicions. But, sometimes, she knew, it was better to leave some questions unasked. She would tell none of what she knew about Rudolf and certainly none of what she suspected to anyone. Certainly not to Amy, her granddaughter.

She paused to thank the Cultural Attaché for a stimulating program, “Danke. Es war sehr interessant. Ich habe viel gelernt,” and walked gingerly across the icy sidewalk to her car.

Mitch drove carefully back to the Home, fearful that any pothole he hit would somehow jar Aunt Helen’s new lens. Doctor Pappas had told his aunt she shouldn’t rub her bandage and shouldn’t bend down suddenly. A fall could be a problem and to add a bit of levity, told her she shouldn’t play football for a few days. Aunt Helen had gotten the joke and thought it funny. Mitch was reasonably certain that hitting a bump while driving would do no damage but he tried to avoid them anyway. He wheeled her upstairs and found Amina giving some of the residents their late afternoon snacks in the tv room. She finished pouring apple juice for the three women at a table, distributed cookies and walked swiftly over smiling. Mitch could not help but notice that in addition to the usual white uniform pants suit, her head was loosely covered with a sheer scarf, folded around her neck and falling loosely over her shoulders down her back.

“Helen, it is all over and you have come back to us. How do you feel?

Aunt Helen looked up at Amina, cocking her head so her left eye could see her. “I’m tired. Come down so I can hug you.” She locked her arms around Amina’s neck and held her tightly. “This feels like home because you’re here. You look pretty. When my bandage is off, you’ll look even prettier.”

Amina laughed. “No, Helen. I will look the same. You will only see me better.” “Is she sedated?” Amina asked Mitch.

“Only from the operation. The Doctor gave me a prescription for a mild sedative. If she needs it.” He handed it to Amina who put it in her pocket.

“I will take it down to the RN in a minute. Let me get Helen some juice. Are you thirsty, Helen?” Aunt Helen nodded and Amina returned with a small paper cup and carefully placed it into her two outstretched hands.

Amina left Helen with her nephew and walked down the corridor to Maynard’s station. She would have preferred not having to talk to him but there was no alternative. She would keep it professional.

“Looking good, Ms. Musa,” Maynard boomed out with exaggerated admiration. “Very good. Nicer than Ms. Jackson. I like the way you cover your hair. It’s attractive.”

“I am doing it for modesty,” she snapped. “Not for your compliments.”

“Modesty becomes you,” he replied with mock seriousness, his dark eyes sparkling with pleasure from the exchange with her.

“Ms. Plonsker returned from cataract surgery. Her ophthalmologist gave her this prescription for a sedative.” She handed the standard blue green colored sheet to him. Maynard filled out the dispensing form and called down to the Home’s pharmacy office.

“They’ll deliver it in about twenty minutes. I hear that Ms. Bernstein asked you to work later tonight and you said you would.”

“Yes,” she replied. “It is actually for Mr. Farber’s aunt, the man who recommended an attorney for my nephew.”

“And how’s that working out? Maynard asked, removing his glasses and looking up at her.

She was uncomfortable by his directness and looked away. “It is too soon to tell. They have not met with the attorney yet.” Which was technically true. They were meeting today around 5:30 with the lawyer. She did not want to discuss Mohamed’s problem with Maynard. Amina was worried about Mohamed. She would have preferred to be home when they returned from that meeting. Normally she would have been, but tonight she had to get Helen settled. That also meant she would have to perform her evening prayers at the Home, sometime after giving the residents dinner and before sitting with Helen.

Maynard interrupted her thoughts. “Let me give you a piece of advice. Don’t let this place use you. You get paid for your work. You don’t owe them anything more. Don’t get in the habit of doing free overtime.” He handed her a copy of the dispensing order. She was surprised that for a large man, he printed very neatly. “I’ll bring the pills down to your unit. No charge for the service. Just being nice to a woman who doesn’t know how to respond to compliments.”

“Thank you for your advice. I do not feel anyone is taking advantage of me but I appreciate your concern.” She turned and went back down the corridor. That man, she thought, has a knack of irritating her. Despite her resolve, this interaction had not been purely professional. Next time she thought, she would exercise more control. Inshallah, she thought automatically. God willing. Except this was within her power to make it happen.

By the time she returned to her unit’s dining area, the metal, wheeled carts had arrived from the kitchen and the food trays were being distributed. Mr. Farber had stayed and was sitting next to his aunt, cutting up her food. That freed Amina up to help other residents. She was an extra CNA tonight and dinner went reasonably well with more staff looking after the same number of residents. When Mrs. Greenfield began screaming “gadda, gadda, gadda” Mr. Farber was visibly startled and uncomfortable with her continued repetitive yelling. To the relief of both the CNA’s and other residents, Amina took Mrs. Greenfield back to her room and fed her dinner there. She then went downstairs, washed her face and ears, her hands up to her elbows, sprinkled water on her stocking feet, and prayed, as usual, in the room next to the sanctuary.

When she came back upstairs, Ms. Bernstein was sitting on Helen’s left side, holding her hand. Amina joined them. Molly gave her the small plastic container with Helen’s sedative. “Mr. Lewis dropped these off while you were gone. What do you think? Does she need them?”

“She seems very calm. Let me see how she is when I put her into bed. I think she will leave her eye alone.”

“Of course I will,” Helen said to no one in particular. “I don’t want to go through that again.” She pulled a kleenex from her sleeve and showed it to Molly. “I took them from the nice Greek doctor’s office. They were free. Am I allowed to blow my nose?” she asked, looking from Molly to Amina for reassurance.

Amina knelt down in front of Helen’s wheelchair. “Of course you can. Do everything gently and it will be all right. Are you tired Helen? Would you like to lie down?”

“Yes, I’m sleepy,” Aunt Helen replied. Amina wheeled her to her room, leaving Mitch and Molly sitting at the small table.

“Maybe now is not a good time to tell you, but Mr. Paul died in the Hospice this morning.” Molly said. “No one from his family has been to see him since he had his stroke. I called his son and gave him daily updates. They couldn’t make it in from the west coast. Too busy I guess. It’s so sad to die alone like that.” She sighed. “It always gets to me, even though it happens a lot. Well, “she said getting up, “at least he enjoyed Helen’s company while he lasted.”

“Thanks for letting me know,” Mitch said, standing also. “I won’t tell my aunt. Maybe it’s a blessing that her memory’s so bad.”

Amina stuck her head out the door of Helen’s room and motioned for him. Mitch found his aunt, looking so tiny in the wide bed. Her white hair blended in with the pillow case, like her face was floating on a cloud.

“She has not touched the patch at all. I think she will leave her eye alone. The night nurse will have the sedative. She has instructions from Helen’s doctor and an emergency number to call. I will look in on Helen, the first thing in the morning, as soon as I arrive. I promise, Mr. Farber.”

Mitch kissed his Aunt on the forehead and caught up with Amina in the hall.

“Do you have a car or do you need a ride to the Metro?” Amina hesitated. It was almost 8, dark and cold out. A ride would be nice. “Would it be too much trouble to take me to the Rockville Metro Station?”

“Sure, that’s not even out of my way.”

Once in the car, Amina again thanked him for helping her nephew. “No problem,” Mitch said. “Artie is a good lawyer and a nice guy. I hope it all works out.” She appreciated that he didn’t pry into what the nature of Mohamed’s trouble was.

“Where are you from, Amina?

“Somalia.” She saw first the blank look followed by his making a connection.

“Oh, Somalia. The country with the pirates. Attacking ships in the Indian Ocean and holding them for ransom.”

“Yes,” she sighed, resignedly. Poor Somalia. Torn apart by tribal fighting for almost 18 years, which caused tremendous suffering among innocent civilians. People like her parents murdered, thousands of others displaced, starving and destitute. And the rest of the world ignored the situation and did nothing. Then, after a few incidents of piracy, involving some rich French on their yachts and an oil tanker being held for ransom, suddenly Somalia was in the news. But all Americans knew about her country was that a handful of illiterate, skinny young boys with AK 47s and RPGs in small rubber boats were capturing foreign ships off the Somali coast.”

“Are you married Amina?” Mitch asked, having exhausted his knowledge of Somalia.

“I am divorced.”

“Any children?”

“My daughter, Mariam.”

“How old is she?”

“Almost thirteen.”

‘Our daughter Amy will be thirteen this June. She’s very bright, I’m proud of her, but right now, she is a handful.”

Amina wondered whether she would describe Mariam as a ‘hand full.’ Yes, she thought, between Mariam agonizing over whether or not to wear a hidjab and questioning her mother’s practice of Islam, and her incessant demands for her own cell phone, she did have her hands full with her daughter.

Mitch continued. “It’s the stage they’re at. They’re trying to define themselves as young adults and they’re not quite sure who they are yet. There’s a lot of whining and walking off in a huff going on at our house. Nothing to do but grin and bear it and hope for the best.”

They were at the Metro station. “Thanks for going the extra mile with my aunt. You’re very good with her.”

“I am very fond of her,” Amina replied. “She is a dear woman. Thank you for the ride, Mr. Farber.”

When Amina arrived home, the mood in the household was relaxed. She looked questioningly first at Jama and then Medina. “Well,” she said. “Do I have to ask what happened, or will someone volunteer to tell me.”

Mariam glided into the sitting room in her bare feet and hugged her mother. “Hang loose, mom,” Mariam said, knowing how it irritated her mother when she spoke in American slang. For Amina it was important that her daughter speak proper English. She was constantly correcting her.

Before she could reprimand Mariam, Jama said, “It went well. This Mr. Rosen is a good person and seems competent. He is also expensive but,” he said shrugging his shoulders, “we will find a way. He interviewed Mohamed and was pleased how he related the events. He knows some of the prosecutors in the City Attorney’s Office and thinks something may be worked out. We’ll have to wait and see.”

Medina couldn’t contain herself. “Jama. You are too modest. Or you are saving the best for last. I will tell her since you are only teasing Amina. Mr. Rosen’s firm uses private investigators. He may have work for Jama. Just like the work he used to do.”

“Well, no. Not quite,” Jama replied, irritated at his wife’s exaggeration, but with a tinge of pride. “They may have work for me. There is nothing yet.”

“You said Mr. Rosen was impressed that you were a C.I.D. Officer. He said you had skills his firm needed.”

“That’s true,” Jama acknowledged with a slight smile. “Let us see what happens. We must focus on the hearing on February 5th. After that, Inshallah, they may have some temporary position for me.”
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Chapter Twelve
 

Amy was almost in tears. “It’s not fair,” she repeated for the third time. “I already asked everyone in my class to vote for me for the Temple Board to be the Youth Delegate. This morning when I told Rabbi Silver that I was running unopposed, and wanted to make this my Bat Mitzvah social service, he told me the delegate was appointed. By the President of the Board, Mr. Weinstein and only in consultation with the Rabbi. Not elected like everyone else. How was I to know? My friends will think I’m an idiot.”

“They already know that,” Josh said, poking his sister in the ribs.

“Shut up, zit face,” Amy snapped, and tried to punch him in the shoulder. Josh recoiled and pressed against his grandmother, sitting next to him in the back seat.

“Amy, act your age,” Mrs. Fessler said severely, smoothing her black suit jacket. She touched her hair to make sure it had not been disturbed. “I don’t understand why you want to be on the Board anyway. There are much better things you should do with your time.”

Mitch stopped at a traffic light. Eleanor turned around in the front seat and interceded. “Mother. It’s up to Amy to decide what kind of social service she wants to do. I think it’s fine so long as she understands she’ll have to make a substantial time commitment.”

Amy leaned as far away from her brother as possible. “The Rabbi said it’s a special blessing to serve the Congregation. I want to do it. I have to do it. All my friends will know if I’m not on the Board. And Sarah Rabin, who just hates me, will tell everyone I lied.”

“I’ll bet you put it on your Facebook page already,” Josh said. “You did. I knew it,” he said, crowing ecstatically, when he saw from her expression he had guessed correctly.

“Joshua. Stop teasing your sister.” Eleanor said sternly.

Amy sobbed, “No one was running against me. Mother, what am I going to do? This is the absolute end of my life. I can’t ever show my face at school.”

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Eleanor said. “If you want us to,” she continued more sympathetically “we can call Rabbi Silver and see if he’s willing to recommend you. For now, let’s try and enjoy ourselves this afternoon.”

“Amy’s Facebook page is sooo popular,” Josh said, “there are probably a gazillion hits already.”

“Josh. Cut it out. Or, I’m going to stop this car and so help me God I’ll…..” He was already on edge. His mother-in-law had asked Eleanor if she had lit the yartzeit candle that morning. God, it was the first thing Mrs. Fessler had said when they picked her up. Eleanor had lost it. She and her mother had a nasty exchange which had improved only to the level of frigid politeness by the time they had picked Amy and Josh up from Hebrew School. He felt Ell’s hand on his arm. “or else mom and I will start kissing in front of you and gross both of you kids out.”

“Mitchell. What a thing to say to the children,” Mrs. Fessler said. “What does that mean?”

“It means, mother, that the children are embarrassed when we are affectionate in front of them. Mitch intended it as a joke. To lighten the atmosphere,” Eleanor said with emphasis.

“Well, I don’t understand it. We never talked like that to you. Joshua has to grow up and learn to get along with his sister.”

“There’s a different dynamic with two. And don’t criticize our parenting skills. We’re doing just fine mother. Thank you very much.”

“Ok,” Mitch said, trying to head off another argument between his wife and mother-in-law. “Let’s let it go for now. Amy,” he said, trying to sound reassuring and confident. “I know Abe Weinstein. I can call him and see what I can do,” he said with more cheerful conviction than he felt. Mitch despised Abe. The guy was a pompous ass. One of those who sat on the bema on the High Holidays, preening himself for his five minute address on the state of the Congregation. Once the microphone was in his hands, however, Abe pontificated to the captive audience, and invariably ran over his allotted time. But, if it helped Amy, like a good father, he would swallow his pride, disguise his distaste and call him.

He turned in to the long driveway to the Home. This afternoon it was lined with parked cars, a clear signal that the lot was already full. Closer to the entrance he saw several local tv station trucks. “Boy,” he said. “This is going to be quite an event. I’ll let all of you off and try to find a place to park.”

“Amy, you and Grandma go and get seats for us. Josh, you come with me and we’ll bring Aunt Helen down,” Ell said, taking charge and simultaneously, deftly separating herself from her mother. Mitch stopped the car in front of the entrance festooned with a huge blue banner- WELCOME DUKE ELLINGTON SCHOOL OF THE ARTS.

“I’m going to say hello to Mr. Lowenstein,” Josh shouted as he disappeared through the front doors. Eleanor helped her mother out of the car. Mrs. Fessler linked her arm around her favorite and only grand-daughter and the three of them walked slowly into the building. They didn’t have to sign in and the lobby was unusually crowded. Eleanor watched Amy steer her grandmother towards the cafeteria, which had been converted into a concert hall for the occasion. Josh was in a corner standing next to Mr. Lowenstein, sitting in his usual spot. For once, Izzy wasn’t wearing his Redskins windbreaker or his large Kangol hat. For the concert, he had on an old herringbone sport jacket, with worn leather grey elbow patches and wrinkled black slacks. The collar of a light blue knit shirt peered out from under a pea green sweater with a grey diamond pattern. The diamonds, which should have been across his chest were instead, because of his shrunken physique, more of a band over his stomach. His thin white hair was combed across his pate, his scalp interspersed with irregular sized liver spots.

“Guess what today is Mr. Lowenstein,” Eleanor heard Josh ask him.

“Well, Joshua. It’s February 15th. I know that. I don’t think you have a historical event in mind. Right?” He wagged his index finger at Josh. “You aren’t thinking of the explosion that destroyed the USS Maine in Havana Harbor? That happened today 104 years ago. Did you know that.” Josh shook his head. “So it must be something personal.”

“Today’s the anniversary of my grandfather’s death. My mother lit a candle this morning. She’s angry at my grandmother always reminding her about it. My mother says…”

“Joshua. That’s enough,” Eleanor interrupted.

“Mrs. Farber. Excuse me if I don’t get up. My knees don’t work so well anymore. My condolences on the anniversary of your father’s death. May his memory be a blessing. Always.”

“Thank you, Mr. Lowenstein. Come on Josh. We have to go get Aunt Helen.”

“Do you want to sit with us?” Josh asked.

“That’s nice of you to invite me, Joshua. I’m going to sit with the other residents. I almost said ‘old farts’ but that would have upset your mother,” he said winking at both of them. Josh grinned, pleased to be part of a conversation where an adult used a bad word. “I’ll see you in there. And Joshua. Remembering all of these historical facts aren’t as important as remembering your grandfather.”

“My grandpa died when I was very young,” Josh replied. “I don’t remember him at all.”

“That’s why you must talk to your mother and grandmother about him. Find out what kind of man he was. That is really something worthwhile learning. And think about him from time to time. Not just on the day when he died. Now go get your aunt. She must be waiting for you.”

Eleanor looked down at Mr. Lowenstein and smiled. “That’s a very nice thought, Mr. Lowenstein. Thank you. I’m trying to teach our children to celebrate the lives of their grandparents, the times they went through and what they accomplished. I appreciate your taking an interest in my son.”

“He’s a pleasure to talk to. Pretty soon, he’ll be doing crossword puzzles in his head, like me.” He reached up and patted Josh on the shoulder. “It’s getting late. You don’t want your aunt to miss the concert.”

Mitch found an illegal spot in front of the dumpster at the end of lot. They weren’t going to collect garbage today. At least, he hoped, not while the concert was on. Despite the cold, he left his overcoat in the car and walked briskly to the lobby. As he moved through the crowd in the lobby, toward the makeshift auditorium, he was aware of the swirling blended odors of women’s perfumes, overwhelming the scent of their male escorts’ aftershave lotions. Together, the elegant combination masked the Home’s usual smells of antiseptics and old age.

The cafeteria had been converted into a large hall. The maintenance staff had folded the metal legs of the round tables and rolled them off to the side, where they rested like giant wagon wheels against the wall. Men in blue coveralls were still setting up metal chairs, auditorium style in rows divided into three sections, facing a raised wooden platform which was the stage. Some of the nursing assistants were standing at the back, with the wheel chair bound residents. He scanned the middle rows, recognizing some familiar faces from his aunt’s floor. Mrs. Greenfield and Mrs. Cohen and the Asian woman, who didn’t speak English. He didn’t see Eleanor and the children. He turned toward the stage and found his family in the front row, seated in the first five seats in the center section. Aunt Helen was in her wheel chair on the aisle, the folding chair having been removed to make room for her. Mrs. Fessler was sitting next to a middle-aged couple, Amy and Josh next to her. Eleanor had left the seat next to Aunt Helen for him. He kissed his aunt on the top of her head, slid in next to Ell and mouthed the words silently, “The front row?”

Eleanor leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Look over my left shoulder. Mother charmed the man sitting two seats down. He’s the President of the Nursing Home’s Board. Mr. Emmanuel Shapiro. His wife, I didn’t catch her name, the woman in the yellow suit sitting between him and my mother, was not pleased. They were saving the seats for someone, but you know my mother.”

Mitch glanced over and saw Mrs. Fessler showering attention on Mr. Shapiro, as Mrs. Shapiro sat stoically between them, intently staring at a piano and several music stands, arrayed on the stage around a floor microphone. “Yes, I do,” he said. And then added, “All too well.” Eleanor responded by pinching his arm, just enough to hurt and remind him to behave himself.

“So,” he turned to Aunt Helen, “this should be a great concert.”

“Where’s Senator Ribicoff? He usually comes to events like this.”

“Senator Ribicoff?”

“You know. My Senator. He’s such a distinguished looking man with silver grey hair and dark framed glasses. He always asks me for my vote. And I always vote for him.”

She twisted around in her wheelchair as best she could. “I don’t see him. It’s not like him to be late,” she said worried.

“I’ll look,” Mitch said, standing up and surveying the audience. The room was full. He guessed at least 400 people, not counting the ones standing in front of the local tv station cameras. He noticed Molly and a man he assumed was her husband, seated next to Rabbi Pilzman and his wife, together with other Nursing Home administrative staff in the second row, one aisle over. Molly waved to him and he waved back. The first row of her section was filled with people he had never seen before, men in suits and ties and no nonsense looking women. Must be either from the Board of Directors of the Home or the Ellington School, he thought.

“I don’t see the Senator,” he said, sitting down again and taking Aunt Helen’s hand. “Maybe he had another commitment.” He should just tell her he was dead. He recalled reading Ribicoff’s obituary about four or five years ago. By then, he hadn’t been Senator from Connecticut for almost twenty years. What prompted her to remember him now? If he told her the Senator was dead, it might set her off. Better to lie and keep her happy, he decided. “Sometimes, politicians hop from one event to another. He’ll probably be here later. Maybe by the time they serve refreshments. Look, they’re starting,” he said to distract her.

The Administrator of the Home stood behind the microphone and thanked everyone for coming. As if the residents had a choice, Mitch thought sarcastically. He introduced the members of the Home’s Board of Directors. Each one was asked to stand and they were greeted with polite applause. When it was Mr. Shapiro’s turn, he walked to the front and removed a few pages from his suit jacket. He too thanked everyone for attending. He promised to be brief. Conscious that the tv cameras were focused on him, he launched into his speech about race relations, tolerance and how this afternoon’s concert was an extension of the alliance of Jews and African Americans which had begun with the civil rights movement. He finished to applause which seemed to come more enthusiastically from the Nursing Home group than from the Ellington School attendees. Mrs. Fessler made a point of leaning across Mrs. Shapiro and shaking Mr. Shapiro’s hand. Mitch cleared his throat and raised his eyebrows. Eleanor shot him a disapproving look.

The Administrator introduced the Head of the Duke Ellington School who honestly stated, although he knew everyone wanted to hear the School’s talented young musicians, he felt it was important to introduce the School to an audience generally unfamiliar with it. Talking quickly, he rattled off a string of statistics about the School’s impressive graduation rate, 98% of all seniors as compared to 56% for all DC Public Schools. Mitch, concerned about keeping Aunt Helen quiet, only heard the graduation rate and got lost with the rest of the numbers about budgetary shortfall and the plea for monetary donations to supplement the School’s budget to give these kids a chance. This was followed by the predictable statement that this afternoon’s program would not have been possible but for the unstinting devotion and commitment of the School’s dedicated staff. As he was introducing the various Deans, Directors and teachers in attendance, Aunt Helen leaned over and whispered, “Is he here yet?”

“Not yet, Aunt Helen. Wait,” he said, trying to hush her. “They’re going to get to the music soon.”

“You know they don’t like Ribicoff because he’s Jewish. I haven’t seen him lately. I hope nothing has happened to him.” Her loud whispering drew several disapproving glances from those around them.

Mitch patted his aunt’s hand. “He’ll come, Aunt Helen.” He showed her the one page program, hoping to keep her quiet. She turned her head sideways so her good eye, the right one from which the cataract had been removed, was closer to the yellow sheet.

“It’s a good selection,” he said quietly. “A little jazz- Oscar Petersen and Itzhak Perlman and then a medley from Fiddler on the Roof.”

“We’re going to hear Itzhak Perlman play?” Aunt Helen said too loudly.

“Shh. No. A few pieces he and Oscar Petersen played together. Stormy Weather and something from Porgy and Bess.”

“I like Gershwin,” Aunt Helen said smiling. “I hope Senator Ribicoff gets here for him. He likes Gershwin too,” she said with conviction.

Mitch sighed with relief as the Head introduced the Director of the Jazz Orchestra who, in turn, introduced the student musicians from Ellington. The pianist was a rail thin kid, whose foot was already tapping to an imaginary beat. Or maybe from nervousness, Mitch guessed. The bass player, seemed to him, to be uncharacteristically short and looked like he would be unable to stretch far enough to reach the top and bottom of his instrument. For Mitch, the drummer was true to his stereotype, an ansty, active, nervous, constantly moving kid, who theatrically was testing the drums’ tension. In contrast, the violinist was serious and serene. He stood poised, dressed in sharply creased black pants and a wide collared long sleeve white shirt, with his violin and bow in hand. He waited patiently, behind his music stand to begin. Mitch looked at the program and put the names to the faces. The male and female vocalists stood off to the side, waiting for their time to perform. Except for the bass player, whose name indicated he was Hispanic, all the other students were African American. Not surprising for a public school in the District of Columbia, Mitch thought.

The lanky kid on the piano began an introductory slow, melodic riff for Stormy Weather and the serious one, calmly tucked the violin under his chin and began a mournful, lilting blues like solo, with the bass following along for the underlying beat. The drummer joined in with a soft brushing of the snare drums and quiet tapping of the cymbals. All Mitch could think of was the off color spoof of Stormy Weather he had learned in Hebrew school about the Rabbi who, with a heavy hand, performed a circumcision. The lyrics came back to him:

Tell me why,

There’s no meat behind my fly,

Sloppy Rabbi

He glanced around to see if any of the other Jewish men in the room, approximately his age, had the same recollection. He couldn’t tell whether Mr. Shapiro was smiling because he liked the performance or the raunchy lyrics were also flitting around inside his head.

The pianist picked up the pace and he and the drummer played off each other, improvising until they slowed down and the violinist rejoined them in a bluesy tuneful ending. The audience applauded enthusiastically.

Mitch looked at his aunt whose eyes were fixed on the violinist.

“Like it?” he asked her.

“I don’t know the piece, but he has beautiful tone,” she said, pointing with a long bony finger at the serious boy.

The next selection was “I Loves You Porgy.” The violin took the lead in the Gershwin, and the young man played it plaintively and longingly. Aunt Helen strained forward, watching the violinist’s fingers on the frets, his bow hovering on the strings, making them sing of a woman’s love. The piano was barely a whispered accompaniment. The audience waited as the violin’s drawn out ending notes, seemingly impossibly soft, disappeared into the air of the hall, and then erupted with cheers of appreciation. Aunt Helen sat there quietly. She didn’t clap. Mitch took her hand in his. Her facial expression was one of contentment and calmness. She turned and looked at him, but it seemed to Mitch that her mind was elsewhere.

Following a few more jazz pieces, the two vocalists stepped up to the microphone and waited while the violinist played the familiar introductory theme to “Fiddler on the Roof.” The pianist nodded and the two singers opened with a moving version of “Sabbath Prayer,” followed by “Sunrise, Sunset.” Mitch thought the male singer’s baritone, while deep, didn’t have the richness and color of the young woman’s voice. They sang one more duet, “Do You Love Me?” and then the performance concluded with “Anatevka,” and the final plaintive notes of the fiddler from the fictitious Russian shtetl.

The audience burst into cheers, whistles and applause as the young performers, holding hands, bowed and smiled for the cameras. Mitch thought that whoever had planned the program knew to close with the numbers most likely to please this crowd. The members of the Board of the Nursing Home shook hands with the staff from the Ellington School, posing together for the tv cameras and still photos. Mitch sensed a general movement toward the left of the hall where refreshments were being served. He stood up, released the two hand brakes on Aunt Helen’s chair, preparing to wheel her to the food tables, and moved closer to talk to Ell and his mother-in-law.

The violin was lying on the chair in front of her. The bow rested on the music stand. She stared at it, already feeling the familiar smooth burnished wood tucked under her chin, her fingers pressing hard on the strings, the bow held firmly in her other hand. She put her hands on the hard dirty rubber and pushed the wheels forward. She slid forward in the seat so her feet stopped her motion just as she reached for the violin. Gently she picked it up and in one practiced motion, pulled a tissue from her belt and rested her chin on the violin. With the bow in her other hand she quietly began to play.

She saw herself in Vittorio’s small apartment, nodding at her to begin the minuet from Mozart’s Serenata Notturna. But where was the music. There was nothing on the stand. It didn’t matter. She didn’t need the music. She knew it by heart. She closed her eyes and began to play. In her mind’s ear she heard her notes strong and firm, the high notes exquisitely soft and delicate, the lower ones dancing lightly, almost flirtatiously. Vittorio joined in, answering her playing, coming down the scale, their timing perfect, the pauses exact, the minuet swirling around them. She played on until the end and paused. They usually went on to the second movement of Mozart’s lesser known Second Night Music for Countess Lodron. She waited for Vittorio to retune his instrument and then started at his nod. She remembered the beginning well enough. They had played it often together. But now she was lost. It was so unlike her to forget. Vittorio would be surprised. He would point out, with his bow, the place in the music and she would begin over. She opened her eyes and saw his delicate long fingers reaching for the violin. She beamed up at Vittorio, waiting for him to brush back her hair which had fallen down on her forehead, a caress of her cheek with the back of his hand, his brilliant smile, followed by his laughter at her mistake. As her eyes focused, she saw the face of a young black boy reaching out for her violin.

“You’re not Vittorio,” Helen screamed. “What have you done with him.” She clutched the violin and bow firmly to her chest. “No. No. You can’t have it. It’s mine. Mine and Vittorio’s.”

Over the general sound of many people talking to each other, Mitch had been vaguely aware of a low, unpleasant screeching noise, like finger nails on a blackboard trying to scratch out a tune. He had turned to find the source, just as Eleanor, looking over his shoulder toward the stage had put her hands to her face in horror. He saw Aunt Helen, with a rapturous expression on her face, holding the violin, making discordant sounds as she pantomimed the motions of a violin player. Several other people still in the front, including the tv news crews and Mr. Shapiro had also noticed and were staring at his aunt.

Mitch got to the aisle just as Amina rushed past and interceded between the young violin player and Aunt Helen. Amina bent down, hugging his aunt and gently stroking her hair and cheeks.

“Helen, it is me. Amina. I am here with you. It is going to be alright.” she said softly.

“No, it won’t,” Aunt Helen shouted. “They have taken Vittorio. It’s my violin. It’s mine.”

“Shh. Shh. Hinda Malka. Shh. Be quiet. I am holding you,” Amina said, continuing to rock her in her arms. “You can talk to your Mother and Lillian tonight and tell them how you made beautiful music. Give me the violin, Hinda Malka. It doesn’t belong to you,” she said softly. Mitch watched his aunt slowly, reluctantly, release her grip and let Amina take the violin and bow from her hands. Amina quickly passed them behind her back to the Duke Ellington student. Mitch came up as Aunt Helen sagged back into her chair, deflated, looking very thin and tired.

“Let me take her to the refreshment table, Mr. Farber. She needs some time to come back from where she was.”

“Thanks, Amina. We’ll be over shortly,” Mitch said relieved.

Mitch felt a hand on his elbow. “Disaster barely averted,” Molly said, glancing at the tv crews and the few reporters who, drawn by Aunt Helen’s shouting, had converged on the stage. Amina wheeled Aunt Helen down the aisle and Mitch and Molly walked down the row where Eleanor and her mother were talking to Mr. and Mrs. Shapiro.

“Why does that nurse cover her head,” Mrs. Shapiro asked, to no one in particular.

“For the same reason that Hassidic Jewish women do,” Molly answered. “Out of modesty.”

Mrs. Shapiro misunderstood. “Oh, she’s Ethiopian Jewish. One of those Falashas,” she said, using the derogatory name for the Ethiopians who claimed to be descendants of one of the lost tribes of Israel. “Manny, you didn’t tell me that the Home employs Ethiopian refugees.”

Mitch quickly looked at Ell. Their eyes met and immediately confirmed a mutual understanding not to say anything.

“No,” Molly said, smiling sweetly at Mrs. Shapiro. “Amina is Moslem. The Home actually employs three Moslem women, two CNAs and one Licensed Practical Nurse.”

Mrs. Shapiro’s head bobbed up and down. In her yellow suit, with her thinning dyed blond hair styled in vertical moussed tufts, Mitch thought she looked like a perplexed chicken. “Oh,” she said, as if gasping for breath. “Oh my. Did you hear that Manny. The Home employs Arabs.”

“What a wonderful example of tolerance,” Mrs. Fessler said, smiling appreciatively at Mr. Shapiro, and stepping between him and his wife. “You should have included it in your speech today. After the part about how Jews and blacks have worked for social justice together for decades. It would be wonderful to publicize that, especially with all the public relations people still here,” she said, gesturing around the cafeteria. She took Mr. Shapiro’s hand in hers, as if to shake it. “You must be so proud to be President of the Board of this Home. You know you really should have an article written for some national Jewish newspaper. It should tell the story of how this Home is a leader in the industry, in” Mrs. Fessler hesitated, “Jewish Moslem relations.”

“You do have a point Mrs. Fessler,” Mr. Shapiro said. “You can’t imagine all the bad press nursing homes get these days.”

“I can, Mr. Shapiro. I really can,” she agreed quickly. “It must be terrible for you to have to bear the burden of all that unjustified criticism while knowing what a wonderful place of refuge the Home is for its residents. And such a comfort to the relatives who have entrusted you with the care of their loved ones.” She turned to Mrs. Shapiro. “Your husband is a wonderful human being, Mrs. Shapiro. You are a very lucky woman. Can I join you for a glass of wine?”

With that she hooked her arms into those of the Shapiros and the three of them made their way toward the refreshment table.

Mitch looked at Ell and let out a long sigh. Ell just rolled her eyes and laughed.

“Wow,” Molly said. “Your mom can charm the whiskers off a cat. I should have kept my mouth shut. But somehow, Mrs. Shapiro and people like her bring out the worst in me.”

“My mother does have a way about her” Ell admitted, smiling. “She sure does,” Mitch added, provoking a mildly nasty look from his wife.

When they got to the refreshment table, Mitch ruefully noted that much of the finger food was already gone, just as Josh and two other boys raced by with their plates piled high with cookies. Molly excused herself to find her husband and Mitch walked over to Amina and his aunt while Ell went to look for Josh and Amy.

“Thanks again, Amina,” Mitch said. “It’s my fault she got to the stage.”

“It is no problem, Mr. Farber. I am happy to help your aunt. You know I am very fond of her.”

“And she likes you. How’s that matter with your nephew going? Resolved yet.”

Amina shook her head. “They keep postponing the trial. I do not understand it. It has now been rescheduled for the second week in March. My nephew is very nervous about it.”

“He’s in good hands,” Mitch said, noticing that she pronounced rescheduled the British way with a soft sh sound. “If it were my son, I would use Artie.”

“Thank you, Mr. Farber for recommending him. I am sure he will do his best.”

“Did you find him,” Aunt Helen, said, interrupting their conversation.”

“Find who, Aunt Helen,” Mitch said distractedly.

“Senator Ribicoff,” she said insistently. “He should be here by now.”

“Oh, I don’t think he will come. It’s already pretty late, Aunt Helen.”

“That’s a shame. I wanted him to meet Amina. He would like her.”

“I will meet him some other time Helen,” Amina said, not knowing who Helen was talking about. “I have to go now. I will see you Monday. Have a good day tomorrow.” She bent down and kissed Helen on both cheeks. “It is time for me to do my afternoon prayers,” she said quietly to Mitch.

“Goodbye, Amina. See you tomorrow,” Aunt Helen said, waving at Amina’s back.

“Ok, Aunt Helen, let’s go find Eleanor and the kids.” He looked around, saw Ell and Josh talking to Mr. Lowenstein and headed in that direction. Josh introduced Aunt Helen to Mr. Lowenstein. She did not acknowledge him. Mitch thought it could be her hearing, or simply being cantankerous.

“Mr. Lowenstein. How come your children don’t visit you?” Josh asked.

“Joshua. You shouldn’t ask questions like that?” his mother reprimanded him.

“It’s ok with me, Mrs. Farber. Both of my sons are in the military,” he explained to Josh. “My oldest, Barry is a pilot in the Air Force. He’s stationed in Frankfort. That’s in Germany. My other son, Ted is a military attaché in Tokyo, Japan. They’d like to visit me but in the military you have to follow orders. They’ll come to see me when they get home leave.”

“I’d really like to meet your son who’s the pilot, Mr. Lowenstein. That’d be cool.”

“I’ll arrange it, Joshua. I promise.”

“Come on Josh. We have to find Grandma and Amy and head home. I still have to prepare dinner for everyone. It’s been nice talking to you Mr. Lowenstein. And again, thank you for taking an interest in Josh,” Eleanor said.

“Please call me Izzy. It makes me feel younger. Especially when a beautiful woman like you says it.”

She acknowledged the compliment. “Ok Izzy. You have a good weekend. Maybe we’ll see you tomorrow.”

Eleanor spotted her mother and Amy standing near the entrance. As Josh scooted around Aunt Helen’s wheelchair to catch up with his grandmother and sister, Molly intercepted them. “Be sure and watch the 10 o’clock news on Channel 5 and at 11 on Channel 9. I’m told they’ll have clips of the concert. You know, Maryland family and residents enjoying music by DC young artists. That sort of angle.”

“Too bad Izzy Lowenstein’s sons weren’t here for this. But I guess, since they are overseas in the military, they couldn’t just couldn’t come. He’s very patient with Josh,” Eleanor said. “And in turn, Josh idolizes him.”

“Is that what Mr. Lowenstein told you?” Molly said, the anger rising in her voice. “My God. They’re not in the military. One son, the older one Barry, is a hedge fund manager in New York City. Rich as Croesus. A condo on Wall Street, a chateau in southern France, I forgot where. In the five years Izzy has been here, he has visited him once. Can you imagine. Just once,” she said angrily, her face coloring. “Two years ago in December. And that was when he had a few hours before getting on a corporate jet to fly to Cancun or some fancy resort in Mexico. Still, I should be grateful,” she said sarcastically. “Barry pays for his father’s residency here a year in advance, every January. Probably gets some kind of tax break for doing it.”

“And Izzy’s other son?” Eleanor asked quietly.

“He’s never come at all. He’s some kind of naturalist. Specializing in bats.” She spat out the word, as if it were the bats’ fault that Ted Lowenstein never visited his father. “He’s based in southeast Asia somewhere. But he does send colorful postcards now and then. Usually on his father’s birthday. Why,” Molly said, shaking her hands as if pleading to the heavens for an answer, “are so many parents just abandoned by their kids. Is it so hard to give them just a little love and companionship?”

“Who’s not visiting their children?” Aunt Helen asked. “You’re not angry at my Mitchell and Eleanor,” she said cocking her head so that her right eye scrutinized Molly. “They’re good people.”

“Of course they are,” Molly reassured her. “We were talking about someone else.”

She turned to Eleanor and said in a soft voice, “Oops. Just violated the cardinal rule of nursing homes. Don’t talk about residents in front of other residents.”

“I know it doesn’t help Izzy feel better,” Mitch said, keeping his voice down “but his case has got to be the exception. Right?”

“It’s the extreme,” Molly replied. “I’ll admit that. But, with many of our residents, the family visits are few and far between. You guys are great and it’s only your aunt, Mitch. Not even a parent.”

“We have to be going,” Eleanor said in a subdued voice. “It’s been a lovely afternoon up to now. It was nice meeting your husband, Molly.”

“Oh, Eleanor, don’t let my sour mood spoil it. Sometimes, I just wish I could wave a wand and every resident would have their family around them.”

“You do the best you can to make them happy,” Eleanor replied. “I couldn’t’ do what you do. And you’ve certainly helped us with Aunt Helen.”

“I have good people to work with,” Molly said, waving goodbye.

Amina left the staff ladies room, having performed her ablutions. She turned the corner of the hall toward the room the Home had recently set aside for their three Moslem employees to pray. Maynard was coming towards her. There was no way to avoid him.

“So,” he said, stopping in front of her. “How’s the Heroine of the Hebrew Home?”

Amina exploded angrily. “Why, Mr. Lewis, do you have to be so abrasive and nasty towards me? Why can’t we have a civil and respectful professional relationship?”

“Because Ms. Musa,” he said with exaggerated politeness, “I see an intelligent woman being taken advantage of and not taking advantage of the intelligence God gave her. And my name is Maynard. Is that too difficult for you to remember?”

“First of all, I am not being taken advantage of,” Amina snapped back. “The Home is compensating me for my additional hours on Saturday and although it is none of your business, I am now working the sixth day because I need the money. Second, what concern is it to you whether or not I am advancing my career? Third, I know your name but until you treat me with respect, I do not intend to give you any indication that I want to know you on a first name basis. Finally, Mr. Lewis, I am on my way to pray and I do not appreciate this interruption.”

Maynard bowed low. “Well said Ms. Musa. Very well said. I will henceforth treat you with all due respect and hold you to your promise to call me by my first name. And when you do that,” he continued calmly, “I will explain to you why I am concerned that you are still a CNA bed pan changer and toe nail cutter with no plans for a better career in nursing.” He moved to the side and bowed her through.

Amina entered the prayer room, angry and annoyed. She knew this was not the proper frame of mind in which to pray. The purpose of prayer was to leave the everyday world and submit to Allah. She raised her hands to the side of her face, palms open, thumbs behind her earlobes and began reciting. She softly uttered the familiar words of the opening Sura, and, bowing at the waist, recited three times that Allah is the Greatest. She rose from the bended position once more before kneeling on the small prayer rug, feeling the soft fuzz of the fabric on her forehead as she faced toward Mecca. She tried to maintain a calm state of mind as she prostrated herself. She did this one more time and remained seated on her haunches, calling for blessings from Allah upon Mohamed and his followers, as Allah has blessed Abraham and his followers.

As she completed the ritual, she thought of Josephine and poor Thomas and asked Allah, the Most Merciful, for his help. Josephine had been hopeful that the second opinion from Sloan Kettering would be more positive. It had not. The tumor in Thomas’ brain was inoperable. He was adamantly against radiation and chemo. The odds were neither treatment would help. He wanted to live the remainder of his days in peace and in warmth, not undergoing a debilitating treatment in the dark cold winter of New York City. He needed to be surrounded by his brothers and sisters and their children, to die among his family and not among strangers. He and Josephine had left for Negril at the end of January. Amina prayed that Allah would watch over her friend’s husband in Jamaica and either grant him recovery or peace. She stood up, her prayers completed. As she did so, she realized her first thought was of Maynard Lewis. She was irritated he was pushing her to advance her career, just like her brother, Bashir.

Sunday was a cloudy cold day. Mitch had slept in a little later, reluctantly leaving Eleanor in their king sized bed, warm from their body heat, to walk Oliver. First he brought in the Sunday New York Times and Washington Post, lying, since around 6:30 on the sidewalk in front of their house. Both were heavy with the usual Sunday special sections and weekend advertising. Oliver eagerly stuck his head through the collar, signaling he was ready to go. However, once outside, he found every nearby shrub of interest and although they were gone for almost twenty minutes, they hadn’t progressed very far down the street. Eleanor was downstairs making breakfast when they returned. He kissed her good morning and she kissed him back, but it was the kind of embrace with her hands on his hips ready to push him away. It told him she had something serious she wanted to discuss. He turned away and filled Oliver’s bowl with cereal nuggets from the grey Rubbermaid barrel in the kitchen

“Amy said she is not going to Ingrid’s party today. It has to do with her being afraid to show her face. She’s still worried about not being the Youth Delegate on the Temple Board.”

Mitch felt tethered down by inescapable obligations. Josh was going over to a friend’s house mid morning and would be there until late afternoon. Mitch had been looking forward to spending time with Ell alone, at least for a few hours before they went to visit Aunt Helen, and before picking up Mrs. Fessler for dinner. Now Amy would be tagging along all day. He loved his daughter dearly but sometimes, he resented her when she was a clingy, constant presence.

“We can’t call Rabbi Silver until 10 am the earliest. And even if he were to recommend her, it won’t be a done deal until he gets the Board President to agree. Remind me what were we going to do this morning?”

“Just chores. We need to go to Price Club for some things. I have a list. I told Amy that if she wasn’t going to Ingrid’s she’d have to come with us. Now’s she in a funk because I won’t let her stay home by herself.”

“Mother, I’m not in a funk,” Amy said waltzing into the kitchen, wearing tight pre-washed blue jeans with dark denim patches on the two rear pockets and an oversized hooded sweat shirt with raised dollar signs on the front and back. “I’m going to get bat mitzvahed in three months. That means I am supposed to be an adult according to Jewish law,” she said petulantly. “But you won’t let me stay home alone,” she said emphasizing you as an accusation against her mother. “Rabbi Silver won’t let me be on the Board. Why’s everyone against me?”

“Whoa, young lady,” Mitch said. “This is no way to start Sunday morning. The Rabbi isn’t against you. He just told you what the Temple By-Laws say. He can’t change them but maybe he can make them work for you. I said I’d call him later this morning and I will.” He reached down and gave his daughter a hug. “Mom and I certainly aren’t against you. We don’t feel comfortable with you staying home alone. We’re worry warts. It’s for our peace of mind and doesn’t reflect on your maturity. After you’re bat mitzvahed and an adult member of the Jewish tribe, we’ll send you out, as in ancient times, to tend the sheep and fight off lions with a slingshot.”

Amy sucked her teeth in exasperation. “Daddy. Don’t be silly. All I want is for you to treat me as an adult. I have a cell phone. Oliver is with me. I should be able to stay in our own home in broad daylight.” She sighed deeply, as if the burden of going with her parents was almost too much to bear.

“Come with us this morning, sweetheart. Read a book in the car and give us a hand at Price Club. It’ll work out.” He was interrupted by the phone ringing. Eleanor beat him to it.

“Yes, Molly. No, we haven’t looked at the paper yet. No, you didn’t wake us up. Yeah, we saw both Channels last night. It was good coverage. Ok, in the Metro Section. We’ll check. Thanks.”

Amy had already taken the newspaper out of its yellow plastic wrapper and was rapidly going through Metro. “Oh my God. It’s Aunt Helen.” Mitch and Eleanor looked over Amy’s shoulder. The photographer had caught Aunt Helen at the moment she was beaming up at the young violinist from Duke Ellington, the violin still tucked under her chin. She had a beatific expression on her face, as if she had been transported by the music. The caption read: “Young and Old Musicians Meet at Nursing Home,” followed by a story giving the details of the performance, together with another photo of Mr. Shapiro and the Dean of the Ellington School shaking hands.

“Ell. Did we go to the same concert?” Mitch asked. “How could they call what Aunt Helen did music? And in less than a second after this was taken, she was screeching at the poor kid that it was her violin.”

“They wanted the emotional impact of the photo and ignored the facts in writing the caption,” Ell said, analyzing it pragmatically. “It’s a great picture of Aunt Helen. You have to admit that.”

“Let me see,” Josh said, pushing his way between them. “Wow. She looks happy. Mom, can I cut out the picture to show Mr. Lowenstein, in case he didn’t get the paper?”

“You can bring him the entire section. Don’t cut anything out for him.”

Mitch looked at her, puzzled by the severity of her tone. Eleanor didn’t respond. He knew she didn’t want to talk about it now so he didn’t press it.

“Dad?” Amy asked. “Did Aunt Helen play the violin when she was younger.”

“I never saw her play and my mom never told me she did. I was as surprised as everyone else yesterday when she picked it up.”

“But dad,” Amy persisted. “She looked like she knew how to play. You know the way she held the violin, the kleenex under her chin, the bowing up and down. Just like that woman at the concert mom took me to.”

His daughter was right. Aunt Helen had gone through the motions of an experienced violinist. “I don’t know, sweetheart. Maybe she’s been to a lot of concerts herself and was just imitating what she had seen. We can ask her but I’m not sure we’ll ever really find out. This afternoon when we visit her, she may not even remember what happened yesterday. She may be losing her mind and play acting like a child.”

“It looked real to me,” Amy insisted as she left the room to get ready.

They dropped Josh off just after 10 at the Donaldson’s in Cleveland Park. Mitch gave Eleanor the car keys and got in on the passenger side so he could use his cell to call Rabbi Silver. As he dialed he glanced back at his daughter. Amy sat in the back seat, pretending to read her book on the Holocaust for her Seventh Grade European History class.

He went through the polite greetings, picturing Rabbi Silver’s youthful lean face, the neatly trimmed black beard adding gravitas to his person, his distracted manner from the bima when he delivered his sermon, addressing the space over the heads of his congregants. Mitch succinctly stated the case for his daughter, noting that she was unopposed, the By-laws provided for a Youth Delegate and the Rabbi knew, from his work with Amy in preparing for her Bat Mitzvah, she was intelligent, poised and dependable. He ended by admitting he himself was not a major participant in the Congregation but he would appreciate the Rabbi convincing Abe Weinstein to accept Amy. He added he would call Abe himself, if the Rabbi thought it would do any good, and instantly regretted not holding that suggestion in reserve.

He saw Amy abandon all pretense of studied nonchalance, close her book and lean as far forward as her seat belt would allow. Eleanor looked at him questioningly and Mitch could only shrug in silence while he listened to Rabbi Silver.

“Yeah. I understand Rabbi. I’ll talk to her. I’ll tell her you will too. And thank you Rabbi.” He folded his cell phone closed as they exited off 395 to Pentagon City.

“Well,” both Eleanor and Amy said, almost simultaneously.

Mitch grinned. “He’ll recommend you, and while he can’t guarantee it, he’s pretty confident that Mr. Weinstein will go along.”

“Oh, my God,” Amy screamed. “Daddy you did it. Thank you. Thank you.”

Eleanor smiled at him and silently mouthed the words, “I love you.”

“Amy. Rabbi Silver asked that you talk to him before the first Board meeting so he can tell you how the meetings are run and what is expected of Board members. Also, once Mr. Weinstein approves, the Rabbi will give you the Minutes of the Board meetings for the previous year. He expects you to read them. And he expects you to attend all the meetings during your one year term.”

“I will daddy. I will. Oh, this is so great. I need to text Rachel and Leslie.”

“Wait a minute, Amy. If you’ve already told your friends you were on the Board what are you telling them now? That you really, really are on it?” he said, imitating his daughter’s speech pattern of repeating a word for emphasis.

Amy didn’t miss a beat. “I’m going to tell them that I have to meet with the Rabbi about the Board and ask them if they have any youth issues they want me to discuss.”

“Amy,” Eleanor said firmly. “I hope you learned your lesson from your premature announcement on Facebook. I think it would be a good idea for you to wait until after you meet with Rabbi Silver and see how the Board meetings are run, before you solicit ideas from your friends.”

“Ok, mom. I’ll just tell them I’m going to meet with the Rabbi and how excited I am to be representing the young people from the Congregation.” She flipped open her cell and Mitch knew that he and Ell had been tuned out.

Eleanor found a parking place in the Price Club lot reasonably close to the entrance. Mitch commandeered an abandoned large shopping cart left in between two cars. The metal handle was bitterly cold against his bare hands. As they approached the doorless entry, a blast of warm air from the blowers greeted them along with the woman checking their membership card.

Mitch generally didn’t like food shopping, or any shopping for that matter, except at hardware stores. But he genuinely enjoyed going to Price Club. He liked the crowds of Hispanics, East Africans, and Asians, buying in bulk for their mom and pop stores, street carts and small restaurants. Their presence in this big box warehouse of a super market was proof of the continued attraction of the United States to the waves of immigrants who had settled in northern Virginia. He felt the vibrant nature of these people, their eagerness to take advantage of opportunities they never had before. He marveled at the quick Americanization of their children, bright-eyed kids wearing sweatshirts, jerseys, wool hats and baseball caps of the Washington teams- the Nationals, the Redskins, DC United, the Caps, the Wizards. He surmised the occasional Dallas Cowboy logo was an independent celebration of freedom of choice, or an adolescent’s act of rebellion, rather than allegiance to the widely despised enemy of the city’s beloved Redskins.

What a difference he thought, between these new waves of immigrants and the time his grandparents had arrived at Ellis Island. He wished he had talked to them about their early memories of life in New York and what they remembered about Poland. Now, there was only Aunt Helen left and the snippets of what she had told Amy and Eleanor. And who knew how accurate her recollections were. It was obvious to him that she had mentally deteriorated in the time since he had brought her down from New London.

They passed the tv and computer sections and were heading down a broad wide aisle toward the back where the paper goods were located, when Ell touched his elbow.

“Look. There’s Amina.” Mitch turned around. “Over there by the cellphones,” Ell said, gesturing with her chin to avoid pointing. Mitch saw Amina standing with her arm around the shoulder of a young girl, he guessed was her daughter. The other woman, who was obviously with them, had her head, forehead and neck covered with a deep brown hidjab. Like Amina she wore an ankle length dress under her long coat. “Let’s go say hello,” Eleanor said. He shrugged and reversed direction.

Amina looked surprised and then pleased to see them. She first introduced her daughter Mariam and then her aunt. Mitch thought her name was Medina as in the city, but he wasn’t sure he had heard correctly.

Amy and Mariam warily but quickly sized each other up. Mariam’s gaze subtly went from Amy’s Ugg boots, a combined Hanukah-Christmas gift she had begged them for, the jeans and hooded sweatshirt with dollar signs in raised gold, to the deep green sqoosh holding her topknot and her shoulder length, dark straight hair, the pierced earrings and light eyeliner. Amy, equally discreetly, but just as intently, looked from Mariam’s clogs, her red and orange striped socks beneath the black nylon running pants with ‘Pink Lady’ in white letters horizontally ironed on, just above the long vertical ankle zippers, to her slate blue Polartec knit ski hat perched on her head, her long curly braid, sticking out the side, and the small, intricate, gold pierced earrings. As if they belonged to some secret society searching for an identifying sign or codeword, Amy and Mariam each absorbed the other’s overall look. Without any overt indication, they simultaneously made a judgment that the other’s clothing, jewelry and makeup satisfied some teenage girl style criteria and concluded that it was ok to acknowledge the other, at least as a fellow human being.

“Look what my aunt did for me,” Mariam said proudly showing a henna design on her palms to Amy.

“That’s neat,” Amy said. “Does it mean anything?

“No. It’s just a design.”

“We are looking for a cell phone for Mariam,” Amina explained to Eleanor.

“Check mine out,” Amy said, handing Mariam her chartreuse colored cell phone. “It’s a Motorola.”

Mariam was slightly taller and a bit more slender than Amy. She had her mother’s aquiline features but was darker skinned and without Amina’s long, graceful neck. Amy showed Mariam the keypad and how the camera worked, while the two mothers made small talk. The girls started taking pictures of each other and then of people passing by, giggling together.

Mitch felt awkward standing there but for the life of him all he could think of to say to Medina was, “Do you come here often?” He knew how silly that would sound so he said nothing. Amina unwittingly came to his rescue, telling Medina that Mitch had recommended Mr. Rosen. Medina’s face immediately broke into a broad smile.

“Thank you very much on behalf of my son. My husband has told me how very professional Mr. Rosen is. We can only trust in Allah that justice will be done.”

“I’m glad I could help,” Mitch said, taken aback by the thought that God’s will rather than Artie’s skill would determine the outcome.

They were interrupted by the cell phone salesman. He produced, from under the glass counter, a purple and black Samsung with a scrolled flower design and offered to show how the newer model, with more features, was an improvement on Amy’s.

“Mariam,” Amina said. “We want a simple cell phone. It must be inexpensive and be part of our family plan.”

“Mom. Any phone can be under our plan,” she said, her tone implying that her mother was ignorant when it came to matters of technology.

“Well, Amina. We have a lot of shopping to do,” Eleanor said sensing it was the time to leave. “Maybe we’ll see you at the Home during the week and if not this coming Saturday.”

“Yes” Amina said. “Mr. Farber. I was going to inform you, I will be gone in early March. We are going to a relative’s wedding in Minneapolis the second weekend in March. I will not be at the Home from the Thursday before until the following Monday.”

“It is after the trial,” Medina said softly, her whole calendar focused around that event. Mitch had the impression that if she had been Christian, she would have crossed herself to ward off a guilty verdict. That’s not fair he thought. Just because she covers her head and wears ankle length skirts, doesn’t turn her into a little old Italian lady, clothed entirely in black, praying in St. Peter’s Square.

“We’re flying out on Thursday,” Mariam added. “My mom is making me get my assignments and I have to do my homework while I’m out there. I’m also missing my first school soccer game on Saturday,” Mariam said with obvious disappointment.

“I play sweeper on my team. What position do you play?” Amy asked, having discovered a common interest.

“I’m a forward,” Mariam replied.

“You must be fast.”

“I am,” Marian replied with no pretense of false modesty. “I’ve been playing since I was five. My cousins taught me. And now I have to be in Minnesota. My coach is really going to be pissed.”

“Mariam,” Amina said sternly. “You must not talk like that. It demeans you.”

“Let me give you my cell number,” Amy said. “We can call or text each other when you get your phone and I’ll include you on my Facebook friends page.” Amy grabbed her anorak from the shopping cart, found a scrap of paper and pen in one of the many pockets, wrote down her number and handed it to Mariam.

Eleanor smiled at Amina. “When it’s closer to the date, we’ll tell Helen that you are going away. If we do it now, she won’t remember. You’ll also let her know you’ll be gone for a few days?”

“Yes, of course. I do not want her to fret.”

As they walked away, Mitch was surprised that Amy turned and waved goodbye to Mariam. His daughter tended to be slow to make new friends and generally wary of girls she didn’t know well.

Eleanor followed her usual efficient route, paper goods first, a 36 roll package of toilet paper and 12 roll package of towels. Mitch knew from experience to place them on the bottom rack of the cart. They picked up several loaves of bread, a large sized package of red peppers and two clear plastic boxes of spring salad medley from the ultra cold produce room, salmon and flounder (wild caught, not farm raised) from the fish counter, Australian lamb from the meat section, up the main aisle for two sealed bags of ground decaffeinated Costa Rican coffee, a 10 pound bag of rice and giant sized box of large breed Milk Bone dog biscuits, as well as a few extra gourmet items, a double container of Kalamata olives and five bean salad, and ended, at the front of the store, with vitamins, electric tooth brush replacements and a large bag of gummy bears for the family.

The check out lines were not too long. Mitch quickly grabbed three cartons from the discarded boxes cage and began packing as the cashier pushed their purchases toward him.

“What’s the damage,” he asked Ell. It was a game they played when they went to Price Club every few months. Guessing the total amount of their bill.

“I won.” She said. “It’s $291 and change.” Mitch had guessed over $320. “Better luck next time.” He grinned at his wife. The prize was always a kiss so he won even though he consistently lost. “Pay up now or later,” he said. “Later.” She winked at him. Amy was oblivious, reading her book as she trailed along behind them to the car. She was so engrossed in it, Mitch didn’t interrupt to ask her to help load the cartons into the car.

They crossed the Potomac on the 14th Street Bridge and stopped at a traffic light opposite the Holocaust Museum, the grey faux towers in the front, intentionally reminiscent of a concentration camp’s guard towers.

“Mom. This book I’m reading “Number the Stars.” It’s about a young Danish girl during the war who helps save her Jewish friend from the Nazis. It says that the Danes saved almost all the Jews in the country by hiding them and ferrying them to Sweden. Why did that happen in Denmark, but not in Austria? Why did Grandma and her family have to flee?”

Mitch was proud their daughter had asked such a thoughtful and difficult question. It went to the heart of anti-semitism in Europe. He waited to hear what Eleanor would say.

“There’s no easy answer to that. I can’t say that all Danes were good and all Austrians were bad, although you could conclude that from the end result. Of course Hitler was Austrian and the Austrians were caught up in the myth of Germanic superiority. But that wouldn’t explain why the French or the Poles turned the Jews over to the Germans and why the Dutch and Danes didn’t. You should ask someone at the Holocaust Museum when you go on your trip.”

“Can I ask Grandma what she thinks?”

Eleanor paused before answering. “It is a touchy subject for her. In her mind, she and her parents were Austrians. They didn’t really think of themselves as Jewish. I believe she was shocked when she found out that ordinary Austrians made that distinction. When they fled through Europe, everywhere they went, they were seen as Jews not Austrians. But go ahead and ask her. Just be tactful about it and if she doesn’t want to talk about it don’t press her.”

“Some of the so-called assimilated Jews, like those in Vienna,” Mitch said, “thought they had nothing in common with the poor Jews of the shtetls. Which is where my folks came from,” he said in an obvious dig, looking at Eleanor. “The Nazis,” he continued explaining to Amy, “saw all Jews as a race, not a religion. So they tried to exterminate them regardless of rank, education or accomplishment, whether they practiced or not, had beards and long black coats and hats, or dressed like everyone else, or even spoke German. It was a fatal mistake to think that because Jews were assimilated, the Nazis would leave them alone. Amy, think of the morality which would permit an assimilated Jew to think it’s ok if they survive but those poor Jews who lived in shtels could be obliterated because of their religion,” he said.

“That’s not the way it was and it’s not the way Grandma’s parents thought,” Eleanor shot back. “You’re being very unfair, Mitch. Grandma’s parents were no different than the two of us,” she said ignoring Amy in the back seat. “You and I are assimilated Jews here in the U.S. But you are especially derisive when you see the Hasids in Brooklyn in their long coats and fur hats. What is it you always say? ‘Look at them. Useless. Like they are still living in Poland in the 14th century.’ “Well, Mitch. They’re your equivalent of shetl Jews. Yet you don’t want them exterminated. Or discriminated against,” she said angrily.

“Ell. I just get tired of hearing your mother tell us how wonderful Viennese society was between the wars, when all along it was simmering with anti-semitism. Remember. The Austrians welcomed Hitler. They were overjoyed when the Nazis marched into Vienna. And the Austrians went after the Jews with a vengeance.”

Eleanor shook her head vehemently. “Mitch. That’s no excuse for what you just said. I don’t understand why you’re so bitter. If anyone should feel that way, it should be my mother. She lost everything. She had to start a new life in a strange country. Now at her age and with my father dead, when all she really wants to do is enjoy her grandchildren, you should feel some sympathy and a modicum of tolerance. If not for her sake, then as an example for Amy and Josh.”

Mitch was duly chastised. He couldn’t explain to Ell, certainly not in front of Amy, that the more Helga found fault with Ell and made her feel badly, the less tolerance he had for his mother-in-law. And he wasn’t sure he would ever be able to tell Ell that her mother’s sense of cultural superiority just rubbed him the wrong way and made him act sarcastic and nasty toward her. So he said all he could under the circumstances. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to go off like that.” Ell accepted his apology with a nod of her head.

“I think,” Amy said loudly, not so subtly changing the subject, “that I would like Grandma to get me a Star of David for my Bat Mitzvah.”

Mitch snorted and attempted to convert it to a fake sneeze. It fooled Amy but not Ell, who gave him a withering glance. He was certain that his mother-in-law, with her strong views on assimilation, who limited her practice of Judaism to the High Holidays and lighting candles on the anniversary of the deaths of her mother and husband, would not want her only grand-daughter to prominently proclaim her faith by wearing a Jewish star.

“If that’s what you want, then tell Grandma,” Ell said. “We can go shopping together. Maybe combine it with another ladies lunch.”

They stopped for Josh on the way home, unloaded the food from the car, gave Oliver a quick walk and drove to the Nursing Home. In the parking lot, Ell took Mitch’s hand and lagged behind.

“You aren’t making things easier for me by being so critical of my mother. It makes things worse and I don’t want Amy and Josh picking up on it.”

“I said I’m sorry.”

“For my sake, try a little harder. Be nice to my mother and control yourself in front of the kids.”

“I promise. I will,” he said, leaning down to kiss her. She only offered him her cheek and didn’t make the effort to kiss him back.

“I want to talk to Mr. Lowenstein for a minute. Do you mind taking Amy and Josh upstairs to see Aunt Helen? It won’t take long.”

Mitch shrugged. “No.” He looked at her quizzically. “Anything I should know about?”

“I’m really upset about his lying to Josh. About his sons being in the military. Josh thinks the world of Izzy. Who knows what other lies Izzy may tell him.” She sighed. “Poor Josh. He’ll feel so betrayed when he finds out. It will destroy his faith in people. He’s so trusting now.”

“I think you’re making too much of this, Ell,” Mitch replied. He wanted to reassure her that this was just part of growing up. Every child had to learn, on their own, that some adults don’t tell the truth. But he sensed Ell had made up her mind to intervene to protect their son and he wasn’t going to persuade her otherwise. Rather than try, he avoided a confrontation and took the easy way out. “You feel strongly, so go ahead and talk to Izzy. I’ll take the kids upstairs.”

When they came in the lobby, Josh was talking to Mr. Lowenstein and Amy was on the sofa, reading her book.

Eleanor watched Mitch and the children walk down the corridor toward the elevators and sat down next to Mr. Lowenstein.

“Your son Joshua has a very inquisitive mind,” he said.

“Mr. Lowenstein,” Ell said.

“It’s not Izzy today? Uh-oh, that’s a bad sign. You want to have a serious talk?”

“Mr. Lowenstein,” Eleanor began again. “My son admires you. You have become a grandfather figure for him. I don’t want him to get hurt. You lied to him. When he finds out, and he will eventually, he’ll be devastated. I want you to stop being so friendly to Josh.” She pointed a finger at the old man’s chest. “You know when we usually visit. I would appreciate it if you arranged not to be in the lobby. It’ll be easier all around.”

“Mrs. Farber,” Izzy protested. “What have I done? I like your son. I tell him true historical events. I’ve opened his mind to new ideas. How have I lied to him?”

“You told him your sons are in the military. He wants to meet your son the pilot. That’s never going to happen. You don’t have a son who’s a pilot. For all I know, you’re making up doing crossword puzzles in your head. Josh thinks you’re Einstein because you say you can do it. I want you to leave my son alone,” she said forcefully.

“I didn’t lie about the puzzles,” Mr. Lowenstein said adamantly. He leaned forward in the big cushioned chair and pulled out two newspapers, crumpled under his thigh. He handed one to Eleanor. “That’s Saturday’s New York Times crossword puzzle. It has the answers to Friday’s puzzle. See down there-‘Answer to Previous Puzzle.’ I didn’t get to do Friday’s yet. I have Friday’s in my hand.”

He brought the paper close to his face and studied the clues in small type through his thick glasses. “Ok. Nine across-‘certain dry cell briefly.’ That’s NiCad, for nickel cadium battery. Ten down is ‘knows the plans of’ beginning with I. That’s IsOnTo. Eleven down is “sticks together’ beginning with a C. That must be cakes. Twelve down is ‘forever’ beginning with an A. That’s ages. Now I need to check them with another across. Sixteen across is ‘language related to Winnebago’ with blank S, A, G, blank. That’s a tough one. I’m not too good on American Indians.” He thought a moment. “I got it. It’s Osage. Am I right so far?”

“Yes. Yes you are,” Eleanor admitted. “Ok. So you didn’t lie about the crossword puzzles. But you lied to Josh about your sons. They don’t visit you- not because they’re in the service. They just don’t visit, period.”

Mr. Lowenstein sighed and let the newspaper fall on his lap.

“I lied because I’m lonely. Is that a sin?

“It’s wrong to lie to Josh who has adopted you as his grandfather. You’re replacing my father who he barely knew,” Eleanor answered feeling badly for speaking so harshly as soon as she had said it.

“Joshua thinks of me as his grandfather? What a blessing for me,” he said, removing his glasses and wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “None of the other children who visit their relatives have time for me. My own, you know about them. And I have no grandchildren. Excuse me, Mrs. Farber.” He leaned sideways, took a wrinkled handkerchief from his jacket pocket and blew his nose and stuffed the handkerchief back in his pocket.

“How can I keep Joshua in my life? Please, tell me what you want me to do?”

Eleanor relented and softened her tone. “You must promise never to lie to him again. Ever.”

“I promise, Mrs. Farber.” He reached out for her hand. “You won’t say anything about this to Josh, will you?” he said quickly, the concern obvious in his voice.

Eleanor thought for a moment. “No. I won’t. So long as you keep your side of the bargain.”

“And you’ll call me Izzy, again?”

She smiled at him. “Yes, I will.”

He was still holding her hand. “I swear as God is my witness, I’ll never lie to Joshua. No matter what.”

“Good,” Eleanor said, standing up. Izzy still held on to her hand.

“Thank you, Mrs. Farber. I’m proud your son has selected me to be his surrogate grandfather. I won’t let him down.”

“Just be yourself Izzy. He already worships you for that.”

Upstairs, she found her family in the alcove off the tv room.

“We came here because the tv was too loud,” Mitch said. “Just made some small talk so far,” he said softly.

Aunt Helen was holding the orange Amy had brought for her in her lap, her hands cupping it carefully as if it was a fragile egg.

“Aunt Helen,” Amy asked, having waited until her mother joined them. “Did you ever play the violin when you know, you were younger?”

Aunt Helen looked at the orange intently as if it was a crystal ball with the answer. Mitch couldn’t tell whether she was thinking about the question, hadn’t heard Amy or was lost somewhere else. “No darling,” she said finally. “What ever gave you that idea?”

“Well, the way you held the violin yesterday at the concert.”

Aunt Helen looked puzzled. “I gave a concert?” She sat hunched down in the large wing chair staring at her slippered feet. She took a Kleenex out of her belt and wiped her nose. Mitch wasn’t sure she knew they were still there.

“Aunt Helen,” he said, rubbing the back of her hand.

“I played the trumpet,” she said triumphantly, looking up at him.

“A big shiny, brass trumpet. We paraded down Main Street on the 4th of July. In New London. What a grand time we had.”

Mitch grinned at her conspiratorially, as if only he and his aunt understood the subterfuge of her answer. Aunt Helen laughed along with him, beating the hand he held on her knee in time to some imaginary march playing in her head.

He didn’t know whether it was the tension over his mother-in-law, his regret and guilt for hurting Eleanor, or maybe the constricted trapped feeling he had from obligations to his aunt. Or the lack of time alone with Ell, or just everything getting him down. He saw his aunt, marching down Main Street, flags flying, crowds cheering, blowing the trumpet the way Dizzy Gillespie played it, with her cheeks all puffed out, her blue nurse’s cloak flowing straight behind her like Superman’s cape and he started to laugh. It began as a chuckle but overwhelmed him from deep inside, a cleansing, uncontrolled laughter that consumed him until his eyes watered and his face turned red.

Eleanor looked at him and smiled and began to laugh along with him. “Helen, like a squirrel with a mouthful of nuts,” he said, trying to catch his breath and imitate the puffed out cheeks look at the same time. “Can you see her? In a parade.” Eleanor picked up on the image and began laughing until she too was carried away, holding her sides and rocking back and forth, as if she were being tickled. Amy and Josh, at first looked embarrassed. Then they caught the spirit from their parents and all five of them were giggling, snorting, laughing and crying at the same time, overcome by the uninhibited joy of their own family joke. Gradually, their laughter subsided.

“Whooee,” Mitch said, simultaneously feeling relieved, relaxed and purged.

“We haven’t had a laugh like that in a long time,” Ell said drying her eyes. “Now that we’ve stopped, I don’t know what was so funny.”

Mitch conjured up the image again but this time, he only chuckled. “When we get home, I’ll pull that Dizzy Gillespie CD we have and the kids can see his photo.”

“It won’t be as funny then,” Eleanor said wistfully.

“Be careful when you get back home,” Aunt Helen said. “There’s trouble in the neighborhood. That’s why Senator Ribicoff hasn’t been here. He knows.” She let go of the orange with one hand and shook a warning finger at Mitch. “Make sure the children are safe. They always come after the children.”

“What is she talking about?” Amy asked.

“She’s talking about her Senator from Connecticut many years ago and worrying about anti-semitism,” Mitch said, regretting that the moment of childish joy for his aunt had passed.

He watched his daughter get up, gently kiss Aunt Helen on the forehead, put her arms around her frail great aunt and quietly tell her not to worry.
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Chapter Thirteen
 

On Friday, Artie Rosen had called and said there would be no more postponements. “Be prepared for trial on Monday, March 14th,” he told Jama. Medina had been so nervous all weekend she had infected Mohamed, who had up till then been reasonably calm. On Sunday afternoon, Jama took his son on a rigorous several mile hike along the trail to Mt. Vernon. He wanted to make his son physically tired so he would sleep well that night.

The two of them arrived early Monday morning. Jama didn’t want to take any chances. Like many buildings in Alexandria, both government and private, the Alexandria Courthouse was made of red brick, with a white columned portico, supporting a stone balcony and white painted doors and windows. They stood outside in the courtyard, on a day full of the promise of spring, away from the smokers crowding the stone benches in the early morning sun.

Jama carefully appraised his son, in the same dispassionate way he had assessed so many Somali CID recruits in the past. Mohamed was wearing grey slacks and a dark blue blazer over a clean white shirt with a conservative maroon striped blue tie. His clipped curly hair was neatly brushed. Mr. Rosen had suggested that he cut off his short beard for the trial but Mohamed had refused. Jama had agreed with him. A lot of teenage boys had facial hair and if Mohamed wanted to keep his, Jama didn’t want to force him to shave it. Just because some Americans assumed Moslem men with beards were terrorists. Besides, Mohamed had a beard when he had been stopped by Officer Bloehm who would be certain to testify to that fact anyway.

Jama looked at his watch and motioned with his head that it was time to go in. The security station was immediately inside the double doors, with the usual screener, conveyor belt, and a printed sign instructing all visitors to empty their pockets of everything, place them in a plastic bowl and put it on the belt. The sign helpfully listed the usual items- wallets, keys, cell phones, pens, glasses.

Jama went through first. The Alexandria policeman, in his dark brown uniform, highlighted by his black belt and holster, said good morning as Jama collected his belongings from the basket. He watched Mohamed pass through the screener, walking stiffly past the policeman.

“Mohamed” Jama said as they walked together down the corridor. “You reacted badly just seeing a policeman in uniform. Officer Bloehm will testify in uniform. You must not let his appearance bother you. Or if it does, do not let the jury see it.”

“Yes, aabe,” Mohamed replied. They stood outside the courtroom, Mohamed nervously avoiding looking through the narrow rectangular windows on the doors. Jama could see his son’s tenseness. His hands were clasped behind his back. His face was frozen in a forced unemotional mask. He’s a handsome young man, Jama thought. His good looks came from his mother. He hoped Mohamed had inherited some toughness from him.

If they went to trial this morning, it would be a difficult experience for his son. He had advised him, as had Mr. Rosen, to simply tell the truth and answer the questions without volunteering information. Mr. Rosen had reviewed the questions he would ask. Jama was reasonably confident that his son would respond in court as he had in the lawyer’s office. They had decided that Mohamed would take the stand. The problem would be the cross examination by the City Attorney. Jama had cautioned Mohamed not to be provoked, not to get belligerent even if the City Attorney was derisive of Islam or insinuated something about his parents. The important thing was to remain in control of your emotions. Do not give the jury any excuse to find you guilty. It all came down to telling the truth in a straightforward and unemotional manner.

Jama knew, from the posting of the list of cases on the door that Mohamed’s was the second one of the morning. Artie Rosen pushed the courtroom door open and joined them in the hall.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news for you,” Mr. Rosen said. Mohamed’s shoulders sagged involuntarily, as if his backbone had pulled out. Jama saw him quickly recover his composure, and stand erect with his hands stiffly at his sides, facing Mr. Rosen.

“Officer Bloehm was called up to his National Guard unit three weeks ago. He’s in a military police company heading for Iraq. All of his cases have to be dismissed.” He smiled broadly waiting for Mohamed to react.

Jama stifled a grin and looked at his son.

“I don’t understand. Do I still have to testify?” Mohamed asked.

Artie shook his head. “No, you don’t. Here’s the drill. We’ll go into court in a few minutes, the Clerk will call your case, the City Attorney will state for the record that Officer Bloehm is unavailable to testify for the foreseeable future. The Judge will order the case against you dismissed and that will be the end of it.”

Mohamed looked from Mr. Rosen to his father for reassurance that there would be no trial.

“That is what a dismissal means,” Jama said, nodding his head.

“Oh,” was all Mohamed could manage to say. But his eyes once again had that sparkle and glint which had been absent for much of the time since that snowy day in January. “Thank you Mr. Rosen. Thank you very much.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank President Bush for starting the war. You would have done well at trial but every case is a crap shoot with a jury. It’s never a sure thing. You were lucky Officer Bloehm was called up.”

The Judge had an emergency motion to hear before Mohamed’s case and it was close to noon by the time they left the courtroom

“You have time for lunch?” Artie asked, “Since you cleared the day for the trial.”

“Yes, we do,” Jama answered for both of them. “I insist however that we treat you. You have done so much for our family.”

“Nonsense,” Artie said, waving his hands in rejection. “I’ve charged you for my time. You’ve paid for my services. Besides, I want to talk to you about your working for us as an investigator on a more regular basis. Lunch is on the firm. It’s partly business.”

Jama inclined his head in acceptance. “Let me call my wife and give her the good news. She will be so relieved and now she can enjoy the wedding we are going to in Minnesota. Being a policeman’s wife, she is used to difficulties involving me.” He unclipped his cell phone from his belt. “This involves our first born and only son so she was more distraught than if it was just me.” He smiled at Artie as if they both shared the secret of how emotional wives could be about their sons, while they, as husbands, were always dispassionate.

Artie listened to the rapid stream of Somali, first from Jama and then Mohamed, understanding everything in context- there was no trial, Mohamed was free, everything was fine, without comprehending a single word, except the English one- “dismissed.” They were nice people, he thought. Jama had a very sharp and analytical mind. He had done well on the two matters they had assigned him. Now, the firm was taking on the defense of three people accused of fraud in procuring military contracts. It would be a complicated white collar criminal case with many witnesses. Artie had persuaded his partners to hire Jama as their full time chief investigator.

Amina’s cell phone rang while she was feeding Mrs. Hirschberg, a new resident, paralyzed by a stroke, her head held upright by the black vertical rest, the bib tied loosely under her chin. She felt for the phone in the large square pocket of her uniform jacket. It was the ring they had programmed for calls from Mariam, Jama or Medina. It would have to wait. She patiently spooned a small portion of mashed potatoes into Mrs. Hirschberg’s mouth and watched her gum her food and swallow it. A mid-day call was unusual. She tried not to worry about it, finished feeding Mrs. Hirschberg, made sure the other three residents at the table took their mid-day pills with their juice, cleaned up the trays and wheeled them to the tv and activity rooms.

She called Medina back and heard the good news about the dismissal. Medina, exuberantly relieved wanted to talk about the wedding they were going to this weekend in Minnesota. Amina cut her off, giving the excuse of having to attend to some resident. She definitely had mixed feelings about going to the wedding. Amina had unenthusiastically agreed to go. She would have offended her brother as well as Jama and Medina if she had refused. She didn’t know the bride or groom. The bride was the daughter of one of Jama’s good friends, another officer from the Somali Police, who had settled in Minneapolis. The bride’s father, as a matter of respect for Jama had asked him to give away his daughter.

As a mother, Amina recognized it would be good for Mariam to be with her cousins and other relatives who would be there from all over the U.S. and Canada. It would strengthen Mariam’s ties to Somali culture and her family. And she was looking forward to having time with her brother at whose home they were going to stay.

On the other hand, she knew there would be intense pressure from aunts and sisters of numerous male cousins, pressing her to marry this young man or that one. Each female relative regarded Amina’s status as a single mother as a challenge to find the right match. It would be a camel auction and she would be the prize camel. Medina, even though she had been worried about Mohamed’s pending trial, had still managed to casually mention, that an unmarried cousin, with his own business and from an excellent family, was coming from Vancouver. Amina wouldn’t be able to avoid it. She sighed knowing this was one of the purposes of Somali weddings, to introduce marriageable women to eligible young men. In a supervised environment.

At least Friday, the wedding day, she would be spared the awkward encounters. It was to be a traditional Somali wedding, the men, including the groom would meet with the Imam who would accept the word of the girl’s male relative that she was willing to marry the young man. This would be done before witnesses and the Imam would give a sermon on marriage according to the Koran. Afterwards, the men would have lunch with no women present. Friday night, the women, including the bride, would have their own dinner, with poetry and dancing. The couple had decided to have a modified western style wedding on Saturday. Before dinner on Saturday evening, the bride and groom would exchange vows and rings in front of their family and guests. This would be followed by a reception, cutting of the wedding cake and dancing. The older, traditional women would leave after dinner, before the younger men and women danced together.

She was thinking of how difficult Saturday night would be for her, when she looked up and saw Maynard midway down the hall coming toward her, his glasses high on his forehead. He looked thinner, more lean and muscular. His smile, which initially had been honest and warm, became fixed and phony as he saw her frown and mistook it as directed toward him.

“I see you’re taking off for a few days,” he said, a little too rigidly. “I saw the duty schedule for the rest of the week.”

“Yes. I am going to a wedding in Minneapolis. I was thinking of something which may be unpleasant there,” she said by way of explanation, genuinely feeling sorry for making him think she was unhappy to see him.

He chuckled with obvious relief. “You Somalis must have some pretty funny customs to cause you to be upset about a wedding. Unless the groom is someone you had a thing for” he said raising his eyebrows and looking at her.

“No. Mr. Lewis. He is not,” she said haughtily, immediately losing her feeling of compassion for his initial discomfort. Why does he always manage to make an irritating comment, she thought.

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sure you had a good reason for frowning since you almost always have that beautiful smile.”

She nodded in appreciation of his compliment and involuntarily smiled. “It is nice of you to be concerned,” she paused and then surprised herself by adding “Maynard.”

“Well, well,” he said grinning back. “You have me trained. I treat you with respect and you call me by my first name. I’ll try and keep up the good work. I like to hear you call me Maynard.”

Amina was alarmed. This was not what she had intended. “Maynard,” she said, distracted by his grin, which broadened as she said his name again. “All I want is to have a civil and professional, entirely professional relationship. Nothing more and nothing outside the Home. I hope I am making myself clear.”

Maynard bowed in a courtly manner, almost mocking her regal bearing, but not quite crossing the line of insolence. “Yes. You have. But as you know, hope springs eternal. A month ago, you wouldn’t even call me Maynard. So, I hope you have a good time at the wedding and nothing upsets you there. When you come back, perhaps we can just have coffee. I’m still on my thing about kicking you up the career ladder.”

“I will have coffee with you on one condition. It will be a professional conversation about educational opportunities and my career.”

“Ahh,” Maynard said sighing. “I love it when you impose conditions because it gives me the chance to comply.”

“There is one thing you could do for me which will put my mind more at ease.”

“Any conditions attached to it?” he asked mischievously.

She ignored his question. “Please look in on Helen Plonsker for me each day. She is in Room 318A. You know who she is?” He nodded. “I told her I would be gone from Thursday through Monday. I am worried she will forget what I told her. Mrs. Bernstein is also going to check on her but she is very busy and may not remember.”

Maynard inclined his head and looked at her with mock anger. “Surely you’re not implying that I just loaf around here from nine to five with plenty of time on my hands to play the numbers?”

She began protesting she had not meant that at all, but his smile immediately told her he was teasing her.

“You’re too easy to fool. There’s no challenge in it. Of course I know who Mrs. Plonsker is. She’s the one who grabbed the kid’s violin at the Duke Ellington concert.” He looked directly at her, which made her feel uncomfortable. “Amina,” he said gently. “You’re violating Rule 1 of working in a nursing home. Don’t get too attached to the residents. They tend to die sooner rather than later.”

She interrupted but he held up his hand.

“It’s ok. I’ll do it. I’ll not only look in on her, I’m going to tape five sheets of different colored paper to a wall in her room and label them Thursday through Monday. Each day when I drop in, I’ll take down one sheet and tell her to count the number of sheets left and that’s when you’ll be back. It’ll remind me too, just in case I forget to miss you,” he said winking at her.

Amina felt a flush in her cheeks. “That is very clever, Maynard.”

“I’ve been around old folks a while. They frequently key off a visual reminder better than a verbal one. It helps them remember if they can see something. Ok. Have a good trip and enjoy yourself.”

He walked past her humming a tune she didn’t recognize at first. By the time she was back at the CNA station she had identified it from the concert as “I Loves You Porgy.” It is a nice song, she thought.

On Thursday morning, Amina and Mariam, Jama, Medina, Mohamed and the two younger children were out of the house and at National Airport by 7 am, more than ninety minutes before their flight. Jama insisted they get there early to allow extra time to pass through security. None of them had flown recently, but they were all aware of the experiences other Somalis had gone through. The extensive searches of carry on luggage, wanding of their persons and in some cases, even questioning. Amina and Medina had decided not to wear any jewelry to decrease the chances of setting off the personal scanner. They had to carry their winter coats because, although the promise of spring was in the air in Northern Virginia, it was still winter in the Twin Cities. Mariam had Googled the four-day weather forecast for the Twin Cities and the prediction was for light snow, strong winds and temperatures in the low twenties.

Amina put her coat in the plastic bin along with her purse and half boots. The two little ones went through security first, followed by Jama and Mohamed without a problem, and then Mariam. Amina stepped up to the electronic screener, waited for the TSA agent to motion her to proceed, and walked slowly forward in her stocking feet, carrying her boarding pass. The agent glanced at the pass and then at her long brown ankle length brown skirt, fringed with a dark green pattern and her matching green shawl, covering her head.

“Funny, you don’t look Irish to me” he said, grinning at his own joke and waving her on. “Have a good flight.”

She glanced at his name tag- “P. Murphy.”

“I am Somali-American, Mr. Murphy,” she replied but he had already turned around to watch the scanner as Medina walked forward.

“Mom,” Mariam whined. “Please don’t embarrass me.”

“Mariam,” Amina said severely. “Now what is the matter?”

“It’s St. Patrick’s Day, mom. The man was joking. He knows you’re not Irish. Look around. Lots of people are wearing green today. I would have, if I had gone to school this morning.”

Amina was about to reprimand her daughter for her disrespectful tone but was interrupted by the beeping of the metal detector.

“Female wand on Three,” Agent Murphy called out.

Medina, wearing her hidjab and shawl, looked like a pinned butterfly specimen as she held her arms straight out for the female TSA Agent.

“Ma’m. Is this your purse?” another agent asked, taking it off the conveyor belt to a small formica table. Medina nodded.

“I need to look through it.” The agent carefully started taking everything out and laying it on the table.

“You’ll have to step back ma’m. Away from this area,” Agent Murphy said to Amina. She stood next to Jama and Mohamed across the white line on the floor delineating the end of the security zone.

“They are doing this to mom because she wears the hidjab,” Mohamed said angrily. “I hate these guys. Publicly humiliating mom like that.”

“Maybe they are doing it both because she set off the metal detector and they saw something on the monitor in her purse. Do not be so quick my son to find offense in every action,” Jama said in a calm tone.

The agent searching Medina’s purse confiscated a small bottle of perfume, put the other contents of her purse back and indicated she was free to continue into the terminal.

Medina joined them chagrined and took the hands of her young children as they walked to their gate. “I was wearing a bracelet. I meant to pack it but I was so excited about the trip, I automatically put it on this morning. What a silly mistake,” she said laughing at herself for being absent-minded. “But Jama, what is wrong with carrying perfume? All women do so.”

“There are some new rules about not taking liquids on airplanes. I’m not sure what they are. Can you replace the perfume in Minneapolis at one of the Somali beauty shops?”

Medina thought for a moment. “I am sure I can. Maybe, I will also get some new incense. But I’ll be sure to pack it in my shipped luggage,” she said laughing again at her mistake. Jama glanced at his son. “You see, Mohamed. Learn to control your emotions until all the facts are known. Then act on knowledge not in anger.”

“Yes, aabe,” Mohamed admitted in a reluctant tone.

Northwest Flight No. 623 departed from National Airport only twenty minutes behind schedule, which meant they would arrive in Minneapolis-St. Paul around 11. Amina noted that Medina arranged for the two of them to sit next to each other in a three across row. The third seat was occupied by a grey haired, white woman, engrossed in People Magazine. Amina, in the middle seat, glanced with disapproval at the article the woman was reading about some movie star, indecently displayed in a photograph exiting a limousine in a short skirt. How could women choose to expose themselves in such a manner in public, she thought. Medina was talking to her in Somali, extolling the virtues of her cousin from Vancouver. She heard snatches of what she was saying. He owned a big house and was very loving toward his elderly parents who lived with him, he regularly sent money to other relatives in Somalia, he drove a Mercedes, his electronic business was the largest in British Columbia, he attended the Mosque every Friday and fasted during Ramadan and of course did not drink any alcohol, and on and on and on.

Amina finally interrupted. “So please Aunt. Tell me why this flower of Somali manhood and paragon of religious virtue is still unmarried?” She planned to ask this question of each of her female relatives pressing her to look with favor on their candidate.

Medina took a sip of tea from the Styrofoam cup on the tray. It was obvious to Amina she was thinking of how best to answer in a way most favorable to her cousin.

“Oooh. This is too hot,” she said fanning her hand in front of her tongue, stalling for more time. “He wanted to be well established financially before taking a wife so that he could provide for her properly. Remember, he would also be responsible for helping support his wife’s parents because…” Medina stopped embarrassed.

“It is alright, auntie. I wish my mother were here to advise me and my father to give me away. I am sure your cousin is a very nice person. You can introduce us on Saturday night. But do not get your hopes up. Perhaps he is not interested in a divorced woman.”

“Oh no,” Medina said too quickly. “I have already mentioned that you are divorced and he indicated that was not a problem.” She put her hand to her mouth as she realized what she had said.

Amina looked at her aunt, amazed at all the scheming and arranging that had been going on behind her back. Medina meant well. She wanted to see Amina married and taken care of. How could Amina explain that she wanted to love and be loved, to feel the spark she had felt when Earl had courted her and looked at the way Earl had looked at her in the beginning. She wanted a life partner in love not a house or a Mercedes. She would rather be single and provide for herself and Mariam, than be in a loveless marriage. To do that, she thought, she had to be more financially self-sufficient instead of relying on her brother, Bashir, for extra money, in case of an emergency, or living with Jama and Medina.

This time she would listen to Bashir when he talked about a career in nursing. Better skills meant better pay. That’s what Maynard had told her time and again. Now, why was she thinking about him. One marriage to a non-Muslim was enough. She would not and could not marry outside her faith. That was a certainty. How did the concept of marriage and Maynard come together in her mind? Too much prattling by Medina about marriage she thought, exasperated. Well, Medina won’t be the only one to discuss Amina’s single status this weekend. Nor would she be the only camel at the auction, Amina thought. Despite the awkward forced introductions to eligible young men, there still be would be a party. It had been a long time since she had been on a dance floor. She had to admit, there had been some good times with Earl. She resolved to enjoy herself both nights.

As they taxied toward the gate, Amina leaned forward and stared at the piles of bulldozed snow on the sides of the runway. The Twin Cities had the largest Somali population in the United States. Why they had settled here in a land of bitter cold, snow and long winters, was beyond her. If she ever married again, one non-negotiable condition was they would have to live somewhere warm. She shivered at the icy air leaking through the canvas accordion folds of the jetway, wrapped her thin shawl more tightly around her neck and squeezed Mariam’s gloved hand in hers.

Bashir was waiting for them at the luggage carousel. He looks so much like their father, she thought, unable to hold back her tears, hugging him hard, his grey flecked beard scratching against her cheek. Her nephew Musa, Bashir’s oldest son, a gangly, awkward 14 year old, politely insisted on pulling her wheeled luggage with one arm and Medina’s in the other to Bashir’s van. They all squeezed in, Jama taking the bucket seat up front and Musa and Mohamed behind them. Bashir first dropped Jama and Mohamed off at the bride’s parents home where they were staying. They drove through the snow lined streets to Bashir’s house and up his freshly plowed driveway. Inside, she was enveloped by the warmth of their home, and the delicious aromas of food simmering on the kitchen burners. Bashir’s wife, Zara, greeted them, followed by her two girls, both older than Mariam. Mariam went with her cousins to their room and she and Medina were settled in a guest room in the basement.

That afternoon, Amina willingly stayed inside with her brother while Medina went shopping for perfume with Zara. Dinner was a family affair interrupted by the phone ringing continuously as relatives checked in after arriving for tomorrow’s wedding. Some dropped by in the early evening. Amina helped Zara serve coffee and sweet aromatic Somali tea with cardamom, and half listened to the chatter in Somali, with a surprising number of English words, about who was living where, who was getting married, who had given birth, and who was dying, ill, or recovering. It was a floodtide of information, breaking through the dam of distance and the impersonal one- on-one phone conversations. It would be repeated anew to the larger group of women at their dinner, after the wedding, the poems and the dancing.

After breakfast the following day, Jama’s friend, Abdulkadir, sat down with his daughter and asked her, in Jama’s presence, to name her bride price. As Jama listened to the young girl describe her love for her fiancée, his mind drifting back to when his father had first heard the bride price named by Medina’s father in the presence of the elders of his subclan. He had seen Medina in Garoe where he had been assigned as a young Police Officer. They had barely exchanged a few words before the elders had met. Still, their marriage has been a good one, he thought. But the customs have changed. When he was a young man, the price was in terms of camels, horses and rifles, which made sense in a nomadic society. Today, many young Somali girls living in the diaspora demanded cash, cars, or even homes. In Somalia, the girl’s family determined the bride price. In the United States, it was the young people, not the elders, who discussed it among themselves in advance of the wedding. He didn’t approve of Somali parents whose children couldn’t speak a word of their native language and knew even less about their culture. It was precisely because they were in a foreign country that the parents had an obligation to teach their children Somali and their heritage. But he had to admit permitting a young couple to get acquainted before being married was a change for the better. Some new brides even contributed to the cost of the wedding reception so the groom and his family could pay the bride price. He waited to hear what this young woman would say.

Abdulkadir’s daughter was seated on the sofa next to her mother and married sister.

“Uncle,” she said, addressing Jama respectfully. Her eyes glowed with merriment and excitement. “I ask as my bride price, five sets of gold jewelry, each set to have no less than four pieces, and each piece to weigh no less than two ounces. After Osman becomes my husband, he will have no obligation to pay my bride price unless he divorces me and then it shall be immediately due. That is my price. Please communicate it to him before witnesses.”

Jama nodded his assent. This was a very smart young woman and very much in love, he thought. He did the math. She had demanded about $20,000 at the current price of gold per ounce. Gold was bound to increase in value so, in the unlikely event her husband were to divorce her, she would receive more than $20,000 at the time of divorce. Yet, she had expressed her deep love and her faith in the young man’s love of her that no bride price had to be paid because they would be married for as long as they lived. Jama knew from her mirthful expression that she and Osman had agreed on the price beforehand and if left on their own, probably would not have even followed the custom.

Jama and Abdulkadir arrived, just before noon, at the Profile Event Center, a privately owned building for meetings and social events, near the University of Minnesota campus. The local Somalis simply called it University Hall. A room had been set aside for the marriage ceremony. There were no chairs. Instead it was luxuriously decorated with richly covered rugs laid on top of the room’s regular carpeting. Jama and Abdulkadir were seated cross legged to the right of the Imam along with two of the bride’s uncles. Osman, the understandably nervous groom, his father, two brothers and his uncle were to the Imam’s left. The Imam sat in front of a wooden stand, inlaid with mother of pearl in a diamond design, the Holy Koran opened before him.

After the Imam recited an opening prayer, he asked who was giving the bride away. Abdulkadir named Jama who stated the girl’s bride price. The Imam asked Osman if he accepted the girl as his wife and agreed to the price and conditions, Osman answered, “Yes before the witnesses present,” and the Imam acknowledged the groom’s agreement. He then gave a speech about marriage, how the Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him, extolled four attributes of a bride: religion, family, beauty and wealth. The Imam emphasized the faith of Abdulkadir’s daughter, that she was a good Muslim, had studied the Holy Koran and adhered to the Five Pillars of Islam although she was too young to have made the pilgrimage to Mecca; he spoke of the integrity of Abdulkadir and the good Muslim household he had maintained for his wife and children; he confessed that although he had not met the bride, her reputation as a woman of unblemished beauty had preceded her and finally, he noted that she was well educated and brought to the marriage a good job, which of course he knew she would relinquish when children were born. He concluded by reading a few verses from the Holy Koran, emphasizing the importance of piety, the obligations of Osman to provide for his wife and her family and her obligations to be modest and to raise their children in a good Moslem household and teach them to respect their father and to follow the faith.

Jama was disappointed by the generality of the sermon. Except for naming Abdulkadir, Osman or the bride, it could have been a generic statement for any young Muslim couple. It was unfortunate, he thought, that this Imam had been brought in at the last moment. The Imam who knew both families had unexpectedly been called out of town. From what Abdulkadir had said, Jama assumed that the regular Imam would not have declared only the man could work to provide for his family. Some of Jama’s more conservative friends were troubled when their daughter-in-laws continued working. For them, it reflected poorly on their son’s ability to earn enough to support his family. They also thought it was unseemly for a woman to work and be near other men. Even if she dressed modestly. Jama was not bothered by such changes. What was traditional in Somalia, was not the way in the U.S. Jama knew he and Medina would be happy if their son, Mohamed, married an educated woman who had her own career. The woman would be happier and more fulfilled as a person and it would make them a stronger couple. First, Mohamed will go to college he thought and get his degree. Time enough for marriage after he graduated.

Lunch was a much more lively affair with about 75 male relatives and friends of Abdulkadir and the groom’s family grouped at round tables of 14. Jama found himself listening to a discussion of the difficulties of sending remittances back to relatives in Somalia.

“My mother can’t travel away from her village. She is afraid of these bandits and militias. Young kids with guns who steal everything, even from old people,” said a middle aged lean man, seated across from Jama. “She cannot engage in trade as she used to and earns next to nothing. It pains my heart to know she is suffering. Before 9/11, I was sending her $100 a month. After 9/11 the Americans saw every dollar sent abroad as financing terrorists. I was besides myself with worry,” he said pulling on his dark beard to emphasize the anxiety he had felt before turning his attention to the large piece of roast beef on his plate.

“Ah, Musa, you are from Ohio,” the man next to him responded, as if that State was a place one was condemned to live in as punishment. “You Somalis from there are disorganized. Here in Minnesota we forgot our tribal differences and united. We went to our representatives. We even met with Senator Coleman. All of us from different tribes. We explained Hawadlah transfers, how our money is sent to banks in the middle east used by merchants in Somalia.

They pay our relatives the amounts we send and the merchants use our transferred monies to purchase goods for their businesses. The Senator knew it has nothing to do with Al Qaeda.”

“So what happened?” Musa asked, waving his fork in the air. “It is still difficult for me. I have to work through out of state banks and the fees I pay are higher.”

“You need to think outside your tribe. Act for all Somalis” his neighbor reprimanded him. “We did. Senator Coleman’s staff arranged for a meeting with the U.S. Treasury. Then with some State Legislators. We now work through Minnesota banks, right here in the Twin Cities and they have been assured by the U.S. Treasury what we are doing complies with the money provisions of that anti-terrorist law they passed. Our community sends almost $1 million a month to families all over Somalia.”

Jama had been taught, as a Police Officer, to think nationally instead of tribally. It was natural for him, in the Virginia Somali community, because of his training, to be a strong advocate of Somali unity. But he had failed to bring the others along. In northern Virginia, Somalis were fragmented along the same tribal lines as if they were living in Mogadishu, killing each other with random mortar attacks on residential areas and at strategic checkpoints throughout the city. Each sub-clan was suspicious of the others, each one jockeying for positions of influence with Virginia county and city officials who were clueless about the underlying tribal antagonisms. Jama was disgusted that they would not even cooperate with each other to try and resolve the problems all Somalis faced in the U.S.: difficulties in transferring money back home, bureaucratic delays with immigration and political asylum applications and lack of translators in dealing with local government offices and schools.

The only event that had brought all the Somalis in northern Virginia together was the vandalizing of the Dar al Noor mosque, the House of Light, a few weeks after 9/11. It had been built in 1990, one block off the commercial strip of Leesburg Pike in Arlington County, on the edge of a residential area. They had worshipped there without incident for almost ten years. The Congregation, mainly Somalis, with some Iraqis, Sudanese, Egyptians and Malians, had grown with the immigrant population of Arlington and nearby Alexandria. They had just completed a new day care center, a one story building with wide windows and a patio play area surrounding three quarters of the center.

The mosque’s custodian had called the President of the Board early one Monday morning. The word had spread quickly throughout their congregation. Jama had arrived by midmorning and found a crowd, mostly of young unemployed Somali men yelling at no one in particular but voicing their anger at the desecration.

Jama surveyed the mosque and grounds with the eye of a professional policeman at a crime scene. The walls of the mosque and the beautiful high dark wooden doors with the long brass handles had been painted with slogans, showing little imagination and judging by the length of the dripping from the ugly black letters, a heavy index finger on the spray cans’ nozzles. “Arabs go home. Moslum pigs. Fucking arab pigs. Fuck you. We’ll kill you. Kill all Arabs,” and “USA kicks fucking ass.” The last insult was too long for the remaining space on the pale yellow wall and curved down toward the sidewalk in descending smaller letters with the word “ass” ending just above the pavement.

They had taken the picnic tables on the day center patio and thrown them through the windows and rampaged inside sweeping children’s books off the shelves, knocking over cabinets and smashing the small chairs and desks where the children usually sat.

The crowd in the parking lot had increased, mostly men from the congregation but a few curious people from the neighborhood, who stood out as white faces in a sea of black. Jama sensed that the young Somalis needed direction before they erupted and took their rage out on those who had nothing to do with the desecration.

He approached the Board members and spoke quietly to them. They knew his police background and agreed that he should take charge.

He quickly sent some of the stronger, younger men, with the custodian, to Home Depot to buy paint remover and cleaning supplies, plywood and tarpaulins for the broken windows of the day care center and large plastic containers for the shattered furniture and trash. He instructed the custodian to form work crews and put the young men’s energy to good use. He organized others, under the direction of one of the Board members, to set up a schedule for guarding the mosque in four hour shifts, starting that evening. He convinced the President of the Board to drive to the County Council Building and demand police protection. He asked another Board member, who like himself was a former Somali Police Officer, to come up with a plan for temporary security around the mosque’s grounds. He went into the mosque office and called his wife. He asked her to contact the women and organize them to make food for the work crews and the guard patrols.

Later that afternoon, he met with the Arlington County police who were both cooperative and surprisingly sympathetic. Jama explained that members of the congregation would be on the grounds 24 hours a day, armed only with cell phones. The police gave him the telephone number of the nearest station as the first number to call before 911 and promised that patrol cars would swing by every few hours after dark. The sergeant was not optimistic they would make any arrests. He suggested Jama report it to the FBI as a hate crime, something Jama hadn’t thought of. He immediately saw the merit of having the federal government involved.

That evening, the Board and the Imam held an urgent special meeting in the mosque’s conference room. Jama suggested that a delegation meet with the County Council and County Supervisor and with their Congressman, all of whom, he pointed out, were up for reelection in early November. No one in their Somali community had ever been involved in political action before. Normally, his idea would have been rejected. The other Somalis would have viewed it as a scheme by Jama to further his own clan ahead of the interests of others. But, the shock of the attack on their mosque overcame their usual narrow tribal prejudices. They agreed. Finally, he suggested that the Iman reach out to the Rabbi of the Temple on the other side of Leesburg Pike. In the past, their only contact with the Temple had been asking for permission to use its lot for the mosque’s overflow parking on Fridays during Ramadan.

“Why do we need the help of Jews,?” Mohamoud Haji Hassan asked, screwing up his mouth in distaste at the idea. He was a bulky man with large square shoulders, giving him the appearance of having no neck. Although he was seated, he still managed to look down on Jama when he spoke. His tone indicated that Jama’s idea was not even worth considering.

Jama was not intimidated. “You are as ignorant now as when you served in Siad Barre’s government,” Jama said, playing up to the resentment of other Board members that Mohamoud had been a Deputy Minister in the dictator’s employ, while the rest of them had been in exile. “I do not care whether they are Jews or Christians. We need the help of other religious leaders to condemn the desecration of our place of worship and to pressure the authorities to protect our mosque.”

The Imam noted helpfully that the Holy Koran directs Moslems to bring the Message to the People of the Book and in Allah’s sight they are all His servants. Slyly, with a slight smile, he stated that one cannot bring the Message if one cannot talk to them. The other Board members nodded their heads in agreement.

So the Imam spoke to the Rabbi, who brought the Imam to an interfaith meeting of religious leaders in Northern Virginia. That network used its established media connections, and the doors of the Somali community’s elected officials were opened and letters were sent from the halls of Congress to the FBI Director’s Office. The end result was the media wrote sympathetic stories about tolerance and a few people became more educated about Islam and recognized that the Moslems living among them were not terrorists. No one was ever apprehended for the vandalism. But no more acts of desecration occurred at the Dar al Noor Mosque or at any other mosque in northern Virginia.

Jama had tried, unsuccessfully, to build on this one instance of unity, when they had taken political action as Somalis and not as clan representatives. No one had wanted a political action committee they could not control for their own clan’s advantage. The terrible curse of Somali tribalism prevailed in their adopted country. In Minnesota they had achieved something with the Hawadlah legislation. In Northern Virginia, further efforts of uniting the Somali community for the greater good had foundered.

Jama looked around at the men at the wedding reception. The younger men, the ones in their twenties, were clustered at the back the hall, their jacket collars still turned up, having come in after a quick smoke outside. Which of them, he wondered, after having been uprooted from Somalia by war, would make the most of being refugees in the US and seize the opportunities a good education offered them. And which ones, adrift and consumed by the daily irritation of perceived insults to family and religion, their anger eating away at them like a cancer, aching to avenge the slights to their honor, would join gangs or soak up the poison of radical Islamic web sites and begin a new cycle of violence. They were orphans- neither Somalis nor Americans, and highly susceptible to the seductive message of radicals which appealed to their duty as Moslems and men.

Jama looked around the back of the room for his son but could not locate him. Nothing frightened Jama as much as when he saw Mohamed seething with uncontrollable anger. He knew which path Mohamed took was all in Allah’s hands. But still, Jama vowed as a father to do everything in his power to prevent Mohamed from acting impulsively and irretrievably destroying his own life. Analytically, he knew he criticized his son too much and was overly strict.

That he acted out of love for Mohamed, only spoke to his motivation not the consequences of alienating him.

As for the elderly men in the room, Jama knew many would never live to return to Somalia. They also recognized it in their hearts. Yet, they blindly continued to promote the same divisiveness that made it impossible for them to return. They congregated at Starbucks throughout cities in the United States, frequented only by members of their own subclans. In the apartment buildings of Minneapolis, Atlanta, Portland and Toronto, and the suburban townhouses of Seattle and northern Virginia, they isolated themselves by clan in separate buildings, or even on separate floors. They carried their tribal disputes, based on the fighting in Mogadishu last week, to the malls and neighborhoods of the U.S., where all they did was talk and plot endlessly about how their tribe could gain dominance in whatever government was in charge in Somalia at the time. There were no nationalists in the Somali diaspora, Jama thought. No George Washingtons. No Nelson Mandelas. No unifying figure to end Somalia’s suffering. Someday, Jama would return with Medina and the children, to a unified and peaceful Somalia. He muttered Inshallah, God willing, softly under his breath, hoping God would also protect his son and give Mohamed inner peace as well.

That evening it was the women’s turn. There were more of them than had been at the men’s luncheon. This was a dinner party and dance. All the female relatives and the bride’s friends were there. Some of them, the elderly and more conservative, would not attend the mixed party on Saturday night. But tonight, everyone was in high spirits.

They had arrived at University Hall, bundled up against the wind and driving snow in long, bulky winter coats, their heads covered with heavy scarves to protect their hair, their hands gloved and their feet booted. They flocked upstairs to the Diamond Hall. At the cloak room, they shed their drab winter outer plumage, discarding the coats, gloves and boots and emerged like tropical birds of paradise in brilliant greens, iridescent blues, scarlet over pink and red, bright yellow clashing with pale orange, their gold bracelets, necklaces, rings and earrings sparkling in the light, defying the dark of the foreign northern winter.

Amina was intoxicated with the chatter of so many Somali women, the combined smells of perfume and incense, the sights of the flame orange, mustard yellow and deep blue traditional Benadir cloth draped over the Hall’s sofas, the green and gold stitched cushions with the intricate Arabic circular patterns, and the tall, wide woven baskets encased with leather and decorated with horizontal bands of cowry shells, serving as planters. She abandoned herself with unrestrained joy to her culture, her people, her sisterhood, motherhood and community, the feeling of inclusiveness and familiarity and comfort and uninhibited safety of being among women. Her wedding to Earl had been nothing like this. It couldn’t have been. She hadn’t realized what a significant part of herself she had rejected by marrying Earl. She flung herself into this dinner as if it was her own wedding, her own dance of happiness among her relatives and friends.

Following dinner, it was time for the Buraanbur, dancing and the poem about the groom and his family. The women formed a loose circle around a rug that had been placed on the wood parquet floor, and began clapping rhythmically to the drum being beaten by the bride’s sister. The bride’s aunt, a woman renowned for her poetry, held a hand mike and began chanting the poem she had written for her niece’s wedding. Amina listened with delight, as the aunt first extolled the well known dancing abilities of the men of the groom’s family, how they were lean and jumped high like impalas, marveling at the cleverness of the aunt, each line beginning, as required by traditional Somali poetry, with the same sound and, laughing along with the others, as each verse ended with the phrase- waa dega weyn wahay, - but he has big ears.

Suddenly, one of the middle aged women, emerged from the circle, took a short half step and dipping her shoulder, swooped on to the rug, her feet, hidden by her long dress, moving in little, almost invisible steps, opening and closing her shawl in front of her face in rhythm to the clapping, a move both flirtatious and modest at the same time. She moved her heavy body gracefully, dancing backwards along the length of the rectangular rug before stepping off onto the wooden floor, slightly out of breath, to the high pitched ululations of the others. She was followed by another woman, who took her long shawl from her shoulders and held it around her rear to emphasize her hip movements as she danced sideways in a seductive way.

The poetess resumed the Buraanbur, chanting how Osman’s family talent for dancing had won the hearts of many young girls, and their children’s children now danced the new American dances and forgot the old ones, but not Osman who remembered everything, respected his parents, was well educated, had a good job, and was handsome with beautiful even white teeth, even though, and at the pause, all the women sang out, he has big ears. They clapped and ululated loudly at the end of the poem, praising the aunt as truly a great poet.

The clapping and music continued. Amina, caught up in the joy and laughter of the party, skipped on to the dance rug, and clapping her arms to the left above her head, slid sideways to the right, her long legs moving sinuously, until she sensed rather than saw the edge of the rug, turned and continued along the width and down the opposite side. She sat down at a table with a few of the younger women.

“My brother-in-law is a little taller than you,” the woman next to her said. “He’s also a good dancer and he doesn’t have large ears.” She smiled and introduced herself as Safia. “Bashir, your brother, knows him and his family.”

“I assume he is unattached,” Amina said playfully.

“Of course. Handsome, too. You will see for yourself. He’ll be here tomorrow night.”

“Well,” Amina replied. “I will just have to dance with him and find out if he is clumsy or not. What is his name?”

“Hassan. He is such a good dancer that his nickname is Kelly. As in Gene Kelly,” Safia said, just in case Amina was unfamiliar with the reference.

“Ahh. Hassan Kelly. That is an elegant name,” Amina cooed. “Maybe we can celebrate St. Patrick’s Day together,” she said, recalling with a twinge of annoyance Mariam’s reprimand at the airport. She wondered what Mariam would say if Amina brought her a father named Kelly.

“I love the old American movies. Especially the musicals. They are so clean and innocent. I can watch them with my daughter Mariam without fear of their corrupting her with sex and violence. “Do you have children?” she asked Safia.

Although she looked a little younger than Amina, she said one of her girls was 14 and the other 11. They talking about the problems of raising girls in what they both agreed was an American environment of loose morals, continuously assaulting their daughters with fashion ads of half naked women and even worse, young models who were barely 16, movies and tv shows, magazines, and musical lyrics that emphasized sex and promiscuity. Some of the other women at the table joined in the discussion, complaining about the pressure on their daughters from their American girlfriends to see movies they deemed inappropriate or invitations to unsupervised sleepovers at which who knew what went on.

By the evening’s end, Amina realized that her problems with Mariam were not unique. None of the mothers, aunts or grandmothers knew, with certainty, where to draw the line. They were all coping with the difficulties of raising children surrounded by American culture, cautious not to provoke teenage rebellion but aware that some things could not be tolerated. And who was she to be so strict with Mariam. She had defied her family, ignored her brother’s advice, married outside the faith and run away to live what most of these women would condemn as an immoral life. Maybe, she thought, she was trying to prevent Mariam from making the same mistake she had by controlling her too much. Once they returned to Virginia, she resolved to have a mother and daughter discussion and try to treat Mariam as a mature young adult. Tomorrow night, at the party, she would dance with Hassan Kelly, and Medina’s cousin from Vancouver with the Mercedes, and the three or four others, whom some of the women had discreetly mentioned to her tonight. She would enjoy herself, turning the tables at the camel auction into her audition of them. She would flirt with all of them and commit to no one. Perhaps, one of them would strike a spark and follow it up with a long distance courtship. But she would be busy. She would have her talk with Bashir, promise him she would start classes this summer and see what Northern Virginia Community College had to offer.

The strange man was back in her room. Helen tried to see him with her good eye. It was difficult because he had stuck colored paper on her wall to the left of the easy chair. Without even asking for permission. It was her room. Her name was on the door. But she had been polite to him even though she didn’t understand what he was saying. “Thank you very much sir,” she had said. “You’re very kind to visit.” Mama had taught her to always be polite. Now he had returned. She thought he came every day, about the same time, late in the afternoon when she was just dozing off, visiting Mama and Lillian.

“Amina will be back in two more days,” Maynard said, peeling the red square of paper he had scotch-taped lightly to the wall. “See, only two squares left.” He pointed at the wall.

“It’s very kind of you to visit me. Thank you very much.” Why was he telling her Amina was coming back. Who had taken her away? There were troubles in the neighborhood. She knew that. But were they going after Muslims too? Was it because they also believed in Abraham and Moses? It was too confusing for her. She would ask Mama tonight.

Today was worse than usual, Maynard thought. Sometimes she was alert. On other days, like today, she had a vacant look and responded as if she hadn’t heard what he said.

“All right, Ms. Plonsker. I’ll see you again tomorrow. Same time, same station.” He leaned down, put his face close to hers, noticing the long white hair curling under her chin. He removed a pair of scissors from the pocket of his uniform, gently held her face, and snipped the hair off. “Ok? Tomorrow.” She nodded.

When Amina returned, he planned on asking her out for coffee, just to talk about Helen’s behavior and condition, of course. Strictly professional. Those were her terms. He accepted them for now. She was driving him crazy with her aloofness. When he went out on dates, he found himself comparing the lady he was with to her. The present company always came up short. He chuckled to himself, because Brenda, his current lady friend barely came up to his shoulder. He started thinking of other ways Brenda compared unfavorably but dropped the idea quickly. No sense spoiling this evening when he would be out with her.

Helen was sitting in Mama’s kitchen. She was no longer a little girl. Her hair was white so it must have been after Vittorio died. But there was no wheelchair so she wasn’t old yet. Admiral Rickover, his silver mane a gossamer halo in the sunlight streaming through the apartment window, sat ramrod straight in his pressed Navy uniform with the gold buttons, sipping tea from one of Mama’s china cups. Senator Ribicoff, wearing a dark grey suit with wide pinstripes, was on the other side of the small oilcloth covered table. He was eating some pastry with powdered sugar, holding it at arms length, and being very careful to keep the white dust off his sleeves. Helen could hear but not see her mother in the living room. She was whispering to Helen to listen carefully. Helen heard her but the Admiral and Senator did not.

“These are very dangerous times,” Senator Ribicoff said in his deep, stentorian voice. “I need your help.”

“We can’t fit all the Jews of New London, let alone Connecticut into my submarine,” Rickover responded.

“You could call up the fleet. Take them all to where they will be safe.”

“What about Amina?” Helen asked the two men. “She’s Moslem but believes in Abraham and Moses.”

“Abraham is my first name,” Senator Ribicoff said to the Admiral, not looking at Helen.

“Shh. I told you to listen,” Mama whispered again from the other room.

“Where will they be safe?” Rickover asked, looking up. Helen followed his gaze and noticed for the first time, there was a map of Europe on her mother’s kitchen ceiling. The name Poland was in small type next to Germany in large menacing black letters, the German border oozing into Poland.

“No. Not Poland. Not Germany. Nowhere in Europe” she shouted at them.

“Actually, I was thinking of Canada,” the Admiral replied calmly. Helen was surprised he hadn’t yelled at her for interrupting. Everyone knew he had a terrible temper. That’s why they hated him at the Pentagon. A brilliant, short tempered Jew. A short, short-tempered Jew, she added to herself.

“How will you get there?” Senator Ribicoff asked.

“Up the St. Lawrence Seaway, of course. It’s so obvious, our enemies wouldn’t think of it. Besides, I’ll use submarines. It is called the Silent Service for a reason,” he said emphatically and with pride. Rickover stood up. Helen noticed that while his feet had been touching the floor when he had been seated, he had shrunk and now was half the size of the Senator, who was also standing.

“Well. Then it’s settled,” Ribicoff said, bending down to shake the Admiral’s hand.

“Yes. It’s all taken care of,” Rickover responded and the two of them walked through the wall and out of the apartment.

“Wait,” Helen screamed after them. “Wait. What about Amina? You forgot Amina. We have to take her with us. Amina. Ameeenaaa.”

Some one was shaking her. She opened her eyes but didn’t see.

“Poor dear lost soul,” the CNA, said sadly. “She misses Amina so much.”
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Chapter Fourteen
 

Neither of them thought the conversation was going well, but for different reasons. Amina felt she had been clear, in their conversation before the wedding. They would meet at the Home. Instead, Maynard had invited Amina to have coffee with him on a Sunday, away from the Home, to talk about Helen. He had named a small diner, in Alexandria, convenient for her to get to by bus, if she didn’t want him to pick her up. Amina had given one excuse after another, anxious to avoid a confrontation and any semblance of a date. Now, almost two weeks after she had returned, they were in the Staff Room, on a Thursday afternoon, drinking stale coffee in mugs they had to wash before using. His pretense of filling her in on Helen Plonsker’s behavior and physical condition made no sense now. Amina had observed Helen for herself.

Amina wanted to keep their relationship professional, which to her meant a chat at the Home, discussing patients. She also wanted Maynard’s advice on courses to take. Now, she was uneasy about getting him too involved in her future. Yet, she had to admit to herself, she was glad to see him.

“You never told me about the wedding,” Maynard said. “What was it like?”

“I do not see how that is appropriate for us to discuss.”

“Ahh, come on,” he coaxed. “I’m interested.”

Reluctantly at first, and then more enthusiastically, she described the women’s party on Friday and the Western style wedding and dance on Saturday.

“The couple just exchanged vows and rings in front of everyone?” He said incredulously. “There was no priest? No one said ‘I now pronounce you husband and wife’?” He dropped his already deep voice mimicking a preacher.

“No,” she laughed. “The real wedding was the day before. There wouldn’t have been a priest anyway. In Islam they are Imams or Sheikhs.”

“Oh. You mean on Friday. When the bride wasn’t even there?”

“Yes,” she said somewhat defensively. “But, the couple decided they wanted to begin the party with their friends by promising to take each other as husband and wife. They put the rings on their fingers and cut the wedding cake together. The bride fed her husband the first piece, just like at your weddings. It is not Somali but something some Somalis in the United States feel they want to do. It is an addition to our religious and cultural ceremony.”

“Very interesting,” Maynard said, dragging out the word while stroking his goatee in mock seriousness. “So, what kind of wedding would you like?”

“Oh,” she said quickly. “A traditional Somali one of course, followed by a party with dancing. No white wedding dress for me, but exchanging rings is romantic. I like that.” She stopped suddenly and stared into her half empty mug. Why am I talking to him about what type of wedding I would prefer, she thought.

“I told my brother that I will start nursing courses in the fall,” she said, steering the conversation to a safer subject. “Northern Virginia Community College offers a degree for an Associate of Applied Science in Nursing. Upon completion, I can take the State Licensure Exam for an RN.”

“So you’re not going to go for an LPN first?”

“If I have to spend the money and time at school, I may as well become an RN. As you know, Maynard, RNs earn more. And there are better job opportunities.”

“Sounds like you’ve made up your mind. I’m glad. Can you handle the cost and work a full-time job while going to school?”

Amina paused, thinking about how much to tell him. “Cost is the least of the problems. I have saved some money. Bashir, my brother, said he would help, and I would qualify for the lower in-state tuition. It is a total of 69 credits in four consecutive semesters, plus extra charges for textbooks, uniform and other incidentals- almost $9,000.”

She got up to refill her mug and Maynard followed her to the counter. She felt him near her. Even in the sterile staff room setting, he made it feel like a date.

She sat back down at the table, thankful that Maynard remained standing.

“I have two problems that other applicants do not have. I must provide my high school transcript but there are no records. Everything was destroyed in Mogadishu. I cannot even prove I graduated. Worse, the courses are taught on line with only the laboratory skills and clinical practice on campus. I am not very good with a computer. I do not know how well I will do with this ‘distance learning’ process. They also caution that it is very difficult to successfully complete the course if one works more than 20 hours a week and has family responsibilities. Both apply to me.”

“Have you ever heard of a GED?” he asked. She shook her head. “It’s a General Education Diploma. I think you take a test of high school courses and get that instead. I don’t know whether it shows how good you are in each subject, but we can check it out.”

Amina ignored his use of the word we, for the moment. “I have to take English and Math placement tests and a Nursing Pre-Admission Test. I had the highest grades in high school and I am certain I will do well on them. But, do you think I can work full time and do the course work? What did you do?”

Maynard chuckled. “My experience won’t help you. My grades in high school, by the way, were lousy. I hated school but my mom made sure I graduated. Then, I got into some trouble after and joined the Navy, served as a pharmacist’s mate and got my RN under the GI Bill.” He saw she was puzzled. “The US government paid for my education,” he explained. “I didn’t have to work and go to school at the same time. I did some odd jobs, just to have a little extra money.” He didn’t say that he was living with his girlfriend of the time. Living off of her, had been more like it.

He sat down at the table and noticed her staring at his tattooed forearm. He grinned sheepishly. He placed his arm palm up on the table, rolling it from side to side. The snake’s body, coiling around an anchor, its head pointing toward his thick wrist, seemed to move up his arm twitching just below his elbow. “A souvenir from shore leave in Manila. All the guys were getting it done. The younger you were the more elaborate the design.” He shrugged but Amina was both fascinated and horrified. Somali men did not get tattoos. It was a desecration of one’s body. Of Allah’s creation.

“Do you have others elsewhere on your body?” she blurted out. She tried to cover her embarrassment, “I did not mean it that way.”

“Oh?,” he replied. “How did you mean it?” He waited for several seconds before letting her off the hook.

“No, I don’t. Just this one,” He watched her blush, her eyes downcast, looking at the floor. “So, how many hours you working now?”

“Almost 50. I work every Saturday,” she said quickly, relieved that the conversation had returned to her education.

“It’ll be hard for you to keep that up and do your course work. Even if it is on line. And then you’ll need time off for the lab and clinical work. You’ll have to drop Saturdays. Maybe you should talk to someone here about flex time.”

Amina sighed. “Why would they do that for me?”

“Because you’re the Heroine of the Hebrew Home. A beautiful Muslim woman and a symbol of their tolerance. They don’t want to lose you.”

“You are being nasty,” she said, and then understood, from his grin, he was teasing her.

“They’re good people here,” Maynard said, more seriously. “I’d start with Molly Bernstein. Maybe if you agreed to work as an RN after you were licensed, say for two years, they would cut you some slack on your schedule.”

Amina thought about his idea. She could at least discuss it with Ms. Bernstein and get her reaction. “Should I take a computer course to improve my skills?”

“Those courses are a waste of money,” he said dismissively. “They’re too impersonal and they won’t be tailored to your individual needs. I’d recommend one on one training for the next several months, a few times a week.”

“I suppose you also recommend yourself as the skilled personal instructor,” she said, arching her eyebrows.

Maynard recoiled in mock horror. “Certainly not,” he said with just the proper amount of righteous indignation. “I was thinking of your daughter, Mariam. Kids know so much more than their parents about computers. Although,” he said dragging the word out, “if she’s not available sometime, I’d be happy to substitute teach.”

She smiled at his acting out. She did enjoy being with him. He was genuinely helpful. Her inner voice, her Somali, Muslim voice, whispered that if she didn’t stop this, here and now, he would keep trying until he got hurt. She didn’t want that to happen.

“Maynard,” she said. She almost reached out to touch his hand and comfort him for what she was about to say, but caught herself. “You have given me good advice today and I appreciate it. I owe it to you to be perfectly honest. You are trying to move what I want to remain a professional relationship beyond that. I cannot now or ever.” He looked at her calmly. “I was married to a non-Muslim. Once was enough. It was a terrible mistake. I will never marry outside of Islam again.”

“I respect that,” he replied. She was surprised by the twinkle in his eyes, surprised that he would be mirthful after the finality of her statement. “You’ll still call me Maynard, though, right?”

“Of course I will. And we will still be friends. At the Home that is.”

“That’ll just have to do, then,” he said, getting up. “Coffee Thursday afternoons in the staff room. Purely professional,” he winked at her as he stood up. “Time to go back to work. See you around.”

She watched him leave and smiled to herself. She had caught his reference to her being a beautiful woman. She had enjoyed the attention at the men at the wedding dance. Hassan Kelly had called her once since then. Medina’s cousin, the one Amina thought of as Mr. Mercedes from Vancouver, who she had no interest in whatsoever, had called Medina several times. Medina always managed to hand the phone to Amina, ‘just to say hello’ her aunt had cajoled. Of the three, Amina had to admit she especially liked being flattered by Maynard. Perhaps it was because she had set the rules and he had accepted them.

The following Saturday afternoon, Amina sat in the gazebo at the back of the Home with Helen, Mrs. Greenfield, Mrs. Choi and Mrs. Cohen. Airing the ladies out, the CNAs called it. It was a warm April day and three of them were snoozing in the sun, calm as cats on a window sill. Only Mrs. Cohen was awake, reading her newspaper.

The lawn, which earlier in the month, had been saturated with purple crocuses, now was bordered with yellow and white daffodils, their orange centers the color of sweet marmalade. Tall green tulip stalks, waiting their turn to bloom, lurked in the background, the leaves coyly revealing a hint of the colors to come. Amina watched Mariam and Amy, still in their soccer uniforms, practicing dribbling drills on the grass. They had played their separate school league games earlier in the morning. Mariam, with her more advanced footwork, was consistently faking Amy out. She smiled as Mariam deftly tapped the ball behind her, twisted to her left and raced past Amy. “Not again,” Amy screamed, chasing after her laughing.

“I can’t find Molly,” Mitch said to Amina as he walked up the ramp and into the gazebo. “I left word with Mr. Spencer at reception to page her.” He looked at his sleeping aunt, her chin resting on her chest, one hand clutching a tissue, the other resting lightly on the wheelchair arm. He heard his daughter laughing and watched Amy block Mariam’s kick. He was glad she was having a good time. Amy’s first Board meeting at the Temple was the week before her Bat Mitzvah. She no longer thought that it was such a good idea to be the Youth Member on the Board. She had to read all the past minutes of the meetings, while keeping up with her class work and preparing for her Torah reading and presentation. The more stress she had, the more difficult she had been around the house. Ell was being firm with their daughter. Amy had made the commitment and she had to see it through. Amy had petulantly decided that fine, she would do it, but she would do it her way with no help from her parents, thank you very much.

Amina had also wanted to talk to Mrs. Bernstein. Now, she was overwhelmed with doubt about what to do. She and the family were 11 days into Ramadan and she was tired most of the time at work. Tired from getting up at 4 am to pray and eat before sunrise, tired from working and fasting during the day, and tired from staying up late celebrating the breaking of the fast with visitors at their house, or driving somewhere to visit others. It was difficult observing the Ramadan fast in a non-Muslim country. In Mogadishu, whole neighborhoods had celebrated the breaking of the fast together. People walked to each other’s homes because their relatives lived nearby. She remembered the short pleasant stroll to and from the mosque, greeting people in the street, chatting with them before or after prayers. In Somalia, at work, the pace had been slower because everyone was awake during the night enjoying the food and the company. In the United States, you had to work as if there was no Ramadan. In Virginia, where they lived, there wasn’t a call to prayer. Their mosque didn’t even have a minaret. The call would not have been heard or answered by Moslems. None of them lived in the neighborhood. They drove to the mosque, parked, prayed and drove home. It was part of the strangeness of being in the United States, living with Jama and Medina. She was safe in the familiarity of her Somali home and aware she was a foreigner every time she went out.

Despite, or perhaps because she was up more at night, Amina had found time to do some research about GEDs on the computer. With Mariam’s help. Her plan had been to sign up and take the test, get the GED transcript and apply to NOVA. There were five separate tests and she had to pass each one. She was confident of every subject except Social Studies. The website indicated it was basically American History. She knew nothing about it. She would have to study that first before she could even take the GED exam. It didn’t seem possible to her she could take the GED, the English and Math placements tests and NOVA’s Nursing Preadmission Test and file her application in time for the beginning of the Fall Semester. With all of the studying and testing she thought, maybe she should quit working at the Home and get agency work. She would have a more flexible schedule and fewer hours. And she noted ruefully, also much less pay and no benefits.

By the time Molly found them, Helen was awake and Mitch was pushing her wheelchair on the paved path which looped around the lawn amid the lushly colored flowerbeds and the few, early blooming azaleas. Molly caught up with them and knelt down so she was at eye level with Helen.

Helen scratched at a mosquito bite on the back of her wrist, slightly above her watch. The scab came off and oozed blood. She continued scratching.

“You look happy to be outside,” she said, taking Helen’s hand in hers. Molly caught Amina’s eye as she wiped the blood off with one of Helen’s tissues.

“When Mitchell is here, I don’t care if I’m inside or out. Where’s the rest of the family? And the boys?” she asked, twisting around to look at Mitch.

“Eleanor and Josh are running some errands. They’re fine, Aunt Helen. The boys are fine, too,” he said, catching Molly’s puzzled look. “Let’s go back to the gazebo. You can talk to Amina for a while.”

Mitch left his aunt with Amina and walked back down the path to Molly. “She’s losing it more and more. She’s always talking about Jews being attacked or asking is our neighborhood safe. She’s convinced that Senator Ribicoff didn’t come to the Ellington School concert because he’s a victim of anti-semitism, or is in hiding somewhere. The boys she mentioned. I think she means her brother’s children, my cousins. They’ve been dead for years. I don’t know what to do. It’s becoming harder and harder to get through to her. How does she remember that Senator Ribicoff wasn’t at the concert in mid-March,” he said exasperated, “but she can’t remember what she had for breakfast, or where she is?”

Molly put her hand on his forearm. “Whatever’s happening to Helen has nothing to do with you. You’ve not caused her to go down hill. You got that?”

Mitch nodded. “So what’s happening to her?”

“Well, we know it’s not a UTI. We do weekly tests now and that’s not her problem. Look, Mitch. We’ve lots of residents who are in a never never land and don’t even know their own children’s names. At least Helen still recognizes you and your family and Amina. And I know she takes pleasure from that. You can see it in her face.”

She stooped and pulled a wayward dandelion from between the bricks on the path and threw it on the grass. A curious robin hopped toward it, decided from a distance it wasn’t edible, changed direction and pecked intently under a forsythia bush. “But even if she didn’t, Helen can still decide for herself what to eat or wear. Although,” she laughed, “I’d be the first to say her sense of color and outfits is pretty peculiar. The other day, she had on light green plaid pants with her purple blouse, the one with large white polka dots. I needed sunglasses to look at her.”

Mitch smiled faintly. “Ok, but I see her mind going. Should we be doing something for her?”

“Old people’s minds deteriorate, some faster than others. They regress and become more like children. You saw her scratching back there?”

“Yeah,” he said, waiting for her to explain the connection.

“Little kids scratch their itches all the time, no matter how many times you tell them to stop. Adults know to leave it alone. Helen’s like a child. She’s responding to the sensory stimulation, the itch, not knowing the consequences of her actions, which is an open sore and possible infection.” She paused to see if he understood, shielding her eyes from the sun.

“We can order some brain scans, see if we can find some problem there, but then what?” she continued. “You don’t want her to be operated on, do you?” He shook his head. “If we’re lucky, we might be able to attribute her problem to part of her brain which can be treated with drugs. But there may be side effects which could change her more than just talking about Jews being persecuted. She’s still able to make little decisions about her daily life. That means she’s in control. My recommendation. I’d leave her alone.”

“Well,” Mitch sighed, “ok, but she’s sleeping more and seems more tuned out when she’s awake and with us. I don’t know what we’re going to do at Passover.”

“Do what you usually do. Have her over. What’s the worst that can happen? She’ll drink the wine before the blessing?”

Mitch laughed. “Probably, she’ll fall asleep and then wake up and say something unrelated to what is going on. You’re right. It’ll be ok. Our Seder’s are kind of loose and ecumenical anyway. We have our own xeroxed version of the Haggadah. My sister’s coming up from North Carolina. Sort of a consolation prize for not making Amy’s Bat Mitzvah in May. Our neighbors, who are Catholic, are coming. And we’ve invited a couple we met through the Presbyterian Church at our Temple.”

“Sounds nice,” Molly said with a touch of envy in her voice. “We have to go to my in-laws. They’re Orthodox. It’ll be a three hour long ordeal, if I’m lucky.” She rolled her eyes. “All in Hebrew. Are you and the family coming to the Home for the second night of Passover?”

“Yeah, we signed up, all four of us. My mother-in-law doesn’t want to come. She says this place depresses her.”

“It depresses me too, sometimes. But then, one of our residents will laugh or have fun at an event and I snap out of it.”

“Eleanor says she doesn’t know how you do it. I couldn’t.”

“That’s what makes the world go round, Mitch. Here comes your son.”

Josh raced down the path. “Dad. Guess what. I asked Mr. Lowenstein to come for Passover and he said ‘yes.’ Isn’t that great?”

“Want to say hello first to Ms. Bernstein?”

“It’s ok,” Molly said. “See. Things like this make this job worthwhile. That’s a good deed Josh. I’m sure Mr. Lowenstein will have a terrific Passover because of you.”

“Oh,” Josh said, almost as an afterthought. “Mom and Grandma are having a fight over it. Grandma thought it was enough if we sat with Mr. Lowenstein at the Home’s Seder.”

“Uh-oh,” Mitch said, catching sight of Ell heading toward the gazebo, without her mother. “Come on, Josh. Bye, Molly,” he said and headed back to Aunt Helen.

“I hear we’re going to be 12 for Passover,” he said, kissing Ell lightly on her cheek and inhaling her perfume.

“Yup, we are. It might be a bit tense, but Izzy’s coming,” she said firmly. “I was so proud of Josh being considerate and kind. Everything we want him to be and my mother then goes and throws a wet blanket on it. She has it in her mind that Passover is best celebrated only with family.”

“Well, that only goes against about 5,000 years of Jewish tradition,” Mitch observed sarcastically. Ell gave him a cautionary look as Josh and Amy walked up to the gazebo.

“Ok, kids. Say goodbye to Aunt Helen. We need to go home and get some chores done. We’ll see her tomorrow and the first night of Passover which is,” he dragged out the word until Josh picked up the hint “Tuesday, when Mr. Lowenstein is coming,” he shouted.

“And we have to pick up Aunt Judy at the airport tomorrow and she’ll be staying until Wednesday morning.”

“Dad. Do we have to put Josh in my room? Can’t he sleep somewhere else? His feet smell.”

“Your room smells like dead fish,” Josh retorted. “And you have…”

“Amy and Josh. I’m not in the mood for this now,” Ell said. “Grandma’s waiting in the car. We’ve already discussed this, Amy. Josh is sharing your room, Aunt Judy will sleep in yours, and that’s final. Now come on, let’s go.”

Sunday night, after dinner, Judy filled their living room with her bitterness. Mitch hadn’t realized she was having such a tough time going through her divorce from Ed. Her face looked more severe with her hair combed back from her forehead. Her rimless glasses emphasized, rather than hid, her sparse eyelashes and she wore no makeup. Their children were grown and after 37 years of being married, she was alone, stubbornly living in the house, which was now too big for her, overwhelmed and worried about everything. Finances, maintenance, retirement, her health. She said she had few friends of her own in Charlotte. Most of their friends, when they were a couple, had been through Ed, who was much more gregarious.

Mitch played the role of a good listener, while Ell helped Amy with some homework. Judy had bought an expensive battery operated lawn mower because she couldn’t ever start the gas mower and was afraid of tripping over electrical wire. Now she had to remember to recharge it if she wanted to use it. He suggested that she could hire a high school kid to mow the lawn every few weeks if her new mower was a problem. She said she didn’t like to drive alone at night, which meant she didn’t go to any concerts or plays. He suggested cabs or perhaps selling the house and getting an apartment closer to activities she enjoyed. She cried, describing how she had opened the Sunday Observer a few months ago, and seen Ed’s wedding announcement and photo of a much younger woman, named Rosalind. The divorce had been his fault. Why did he end up with someone and she lived alone? Mitch had no answer to that. He had the ungenerous thought that his sister’s personality may have contributed to the breakup. She had changed over the years, becoming more rigid in her attitudes, overly concerned about details that didn’t matter, emotional over everything and breaking into tears for no apparent reason. He knew that Ed, instead of trying to support her emotionally had become more distant. So their marriage had deteriorated until there was nothing left. He had no answer and simply told her she would adapt, it would get better over time, and she still had her work, all platitudes that sounded banal as soon as he uttered them.

Judy confessed she felt guilty she couldn’t come to Amy’s Bat Mitzvah. However, that Saturday in May was the beginning of this weeklong special educators conference in Phoenix. She was delivering a paper, she said. No, she confessed, actually she was only part of a panel discussion. But, she hastened to add, it was a good opportunity for her to meet people. And she just had to get away from Charlotte. Coming to Washington, D.C. for Passover was such a treat, a break from her unjust, lonely isolation in Charlotte. She hugged him and said how good she felt to be with them for Passover.

Monday, he and Ell went to work. Judy borrowed their car, obsessed about getting lost but managed to find her way to the Home and spent the day with Aunt Helen. She came back late in the afternoon and was helping Ell in the kitchen preparing dinner, when Mitch got home.

“How’d it go with Aunt Helen?” he asked.

“Did you know that life should be lived like a sharp radish? That’s what she told me.” Judy laughed, and he thought she was more like he remembered his older sister, quick to smile and certainly more vivacious that she had been the night before.

“At first she thought I was Mom.”

“You mean her mom, our grandmother?”

“No, Mitch,” she said a bit impatiently. “Our mom. Her sister. She kept asking me if I remembered the two of them going to concerts at Carnegie Hall for $2 standing only tickets. Finally, she worked out who I was and that I have two children. We talked about them for quite a while, what they are doing, where they live, you know. You told me Aunt Helen wasn’t there all the time, but I didn’t know how confused she is. I mean, one minute we’re talking about my kids. The next she’s telling me she never thought ‘it’ could happen in the U.S. I asked her what and she looked at me like I was stupid. ‘Anti-semitism,’of course she said. And then she went off on how the children were in danger and she hasn’t seen Senator Ribicoff in months. Didn’t he die several years ago?”

“Yeah. He did. She talks about Jews and ‘trouble in the neighborhood’ a lot.” Mitch said.

“She told me the Home is selling people. That’s her explanation as to why they disappear. Not that she seems to care much about the other residents. Since I haven’t been there before, and she knew that, she had a nasty comment about everyone we saw. This one looks like a dead cat, that one steals jewelry, that one’s a whore sleeping with the male residents, another one smells, another hoards food and so on.”

“We know the drill,” Ell said over her shoulder, peeling carrots at the sink. “She hasn’t talked like that in a while though.”

“Maybe it’s because my sister is a fresh audience. So, how did you handle it?”

“I listened, I didn’t argue with her, and I changed the subject. We talked about music. Classical music of course. Her favorite composer is Mozart. She remembers concerts she went to and the names of some musicians. So we talked about that. I asked her about her hat shop and she remembered things about that. I just work with her on topics she feels comfortable with.”

Amy poked her head into the kitchen. “Aunt Judy? Did Aunt Helen ever play the violin?”

“Not that I know of, sweetie. Why do you ask?”

Amy related the incident at the Ellington concert at the Home. Judy shook her head. “I never heard from mom that Aunt Helen played any instrument. She used to listen to a lot of records at our house. You know what records are, don’t you Amy,” Judy asked teasingly.

Amy furrowed her brow and pretended to be perturbed. “I know there was something before cassette tapes but I’m not sure what it was. Didn’t they write on stone tablets back then?”

Judy hugged her. “Your grandfather had such a marvellous collection of records. Operettas, mostly Gilbert and Sullivan. He used to prance up and down in our small kitchen, drying the dishes after dinner and singing from The Pirates of Penzance and H.M.S. Pinafore. Remember Mitch?”

“Vaguely,” he said, recalling instead the times his father had taken him fishing off Montauk Point. They had mostly caught flounder and sand sharks. He remembered bringing home the freshly cleaned flounder filets and his mother broiling them that night.

Judy grabbed a carrot from the package in front of Ell, held it up like a sword and launched into “For I am A Pirate King,” her voice both sweet and forceful. She always had a good singing voice, Mitch thought. He had gotten the short end of the talent genes in that department. He could barely carry a tune. He should be more sensitive to Judy’s emotional needs. She was having such a good time. They needed to invite her up more often.

Tuesday, Ell worked only half a day and Mitch came home a little before four. Ell, as usual had everything under control. She and Judy had made the matzoh balls, the leg of lamb had just gone into the oven and a dozen boiled and peeled eggs sat in a bowl on the counter. Judy was cutting up chicken for the soup. Ell was kneading cooked fish, shredded carrots and onions together to make gefilte fish, from a recipe she had used ever since he could remember. He kissed her on the back of her neck and backed away in feigned fright as she threatened him with a handful of fish mixture.

“Take the large white tablecloth out of the cabinet,” she ordered. “Then open up the table. The kids are going to set it. I’ve already cleaned the silver. It’s on the kitchen counter behind me. Put it on the table for Amy and Josh. You need to find the silver wine cups and the one for Elijah. And also the Passover plate and small dishes for the herbs, egg, horse radish and lamb shank. Bring the four chairs down from Amy and Josh’s rooms and set them around the table so the kids know where the places are. If you could leave in about 10 minutes and pick up my mother that would be a big help. Then, you have to get Helen and Izzy and be back here by 5:45 the latest. The others are due here by 6:00, and you know Alan and Joan always come early since they only live across the street.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Permission to kiss my sister hello first. Ma’am.”

“Permission granted,” Ell replied. “And when you’re upstairs, ask Josh to walk Oliver. Right now. I’ve already asked him twice.”

By the time he returned with Helga, the house smelled delicious. The aromas of roast lamb, oregano and garlic, chicken soup, yams and carrots, greeted them in the entry alcove, assaulting their nostrils as they walked into the dining room and engulfed them in the kitchen.

“Boy, does that smell good,” Mitch said. “Too bad we have to go through the service to eat,” he said, winking at Judy.

Amy and Josh were setting the table and, either reminded beforehand by Ell, or because they remembered on their own how to behave, stopped in mid place setting and ran to hug their grandmother. He left Mrs. Fessler in the kitchen, chatting with Ell and his sister, found twelve copies of their xeroxed Haggadah, hid the piece of matzo between the Works of Marc Chagall and the Universal World Atlas, on the top bookshelf in the living room for the children to hunt for later, and left to pick up Aunt Helen and Izzy.

Izzy was in the lobby, in his usual chair, eager to leave. Mitch hurried upstairs, apprehensive about his Aunt’s state of readiness. He found her, sitting in her chair by the window, dressed in a black wool skirt, clean but perhaps too warm for April, a silver colored blouse and a purple scarf tied around her waist as a belt. Amina was brushing Helen’s hair. Her blue coat was lying on the bed.

“I helped her to pick out her clothes,” she said. “So she would look nice for the Passover.”

“Amina, you’re terrific,” he said, bending down to kiss Helen. “You’re terrific too, Aunt Helen.” He helped her into the wheelchair.

“Need a ride to the Metro?” he asked Amina.

“No thank you, Mr. Farber. I am not quite ready to go yet,” she said, thinking of her meeting, at the end of her shift, with Ms. Bernstein. If the Home could accommodate her, fine. If not, she would do agency work. Getting her degree and license as an RN was more important to her than this full time job. It would be best to find out now. She would miss Helen and the Home. Well, she thought, it would certainly end whatever relationship Maynard thought was going on. She rode down with them in the elevator, waved goodbye and caught Molly coming out her office door. How stupid of me, Amina thought. Ms. Bernstein also has a Passover seder to go to.

“I don’t have much time Amina,” Molly said. ‘I’m already running late. Can I give you a ride to the Metro? We can talk in my car.”

Amina had already signed out upstairs, intending to leave from Molly’s office. She followed her to the parking lot.

“Have you heard from Josephine? I know the two of you were friends,” Molly asked.

Josephine had called Amina on Sunday. Thomas had passed away in the late afternoon on Saturday, in a room full of sunlight, crowded with his relatives, helping him to go peacefully. Josephine said she hadn’t cried that night or the next day, because she had cried herself out that last week in January when they had first arrived in Negril. Thomas had been right, she said. Dying with your family around made it easier, not just for him, but for Josephine. She told Amina there was so much love in that house for her and Thomas, it gave her the strength to live. She wanted to remain in Negril, do some nursing work down there, be with the family. Maybe she would come back to the United States in a year or so. Maybe not. She didn’t know.

“Yes, Ms. Bernstein,” Amina replied.

“Well, she called me today. Her husband died over the weekend. She’s decided not to come back for a while. But you probably know that. It’s too bad. About her husband of course. I meant that she won’t be working at the Home. She had a way with many of the residents. Like you do.” She paused, waiting for Amina to say something. “And what do you want to talk to me about? I hope it’s not about your leaving too.”

Amina explained her intention to take the courses at NOVA for the Associate Degree in Nursing so she could become an RN. She wouldn’t be starting until the fall, but she wanted some assurance that her work schedule could be flexible to accommodate her classes. Molly was not only encouraging but enthusiastic about Amina’s plans. Amina walked into the Metro with Ms. Bernstein’s words swirling in her head- to have Amina with her talent and compassion as an RN would be a tremendous asset for the Home. She was relieved. She pictured herself at the nurses station where Maynard sat now, dispensing medicines and advice, with time to still be able to visit Helen.

Mitch drove home, wheeled Aunt Helen inside and helped her on to the sofa. Judy came over and sat with their aunt, holding her hand.

He heard them, as he folded up the wheel chair and put it out of the way in the rear alcove, talking about Seders when Aunt Helen had been a young girl. His sister was really good with their aunt. He’d have to tell her that. It would help boost her self confidence. He left Izzy in Josh’s care, opened three bottles of wine and placed a Haggadah on each chair. Within a few minutes, Alan and Joan came across the street, followed quickly by Chris and Margie.

And then, miraculously, everyone was seated, Eleanor recited the blessing as she lit the candles, and Mitch asked everyone to open their Hagadahs. Aunt Helen seemed confused by the commotion and new faces. She was sitting next to Judy. They shared one Haggadah so Helen could follow along.

“In our house, we take turns reading from the Haggadah. Just going around the table. That way you don’t have to listen to me as the Leader for the whole night.” Mitch paused, looking around. The table looked festive. The light from the two candlesticks, the ones Aunt Helen had brought down, reflected warmly in the small silver goblets. “We also have a tradition of asking everyone to feel free to discuss issues raised by the story of the Israelites flight from slavery in Egypt to freedom.

There’s no obligation of course. Amy and Josh have a few ideas they want to discuss later. So, let’s begin our Seder, which by the way, means ‘order.’ I’ll start the reading.” They went around the table in turn, Ell, then Helga, Chris and Margie, Alan and Joan, with Izzy ending with the reading about how the Jews, fleeing Egypt in haste, baked unleavened bread, the bread of affliction and poverty.

“I have something to relate,” Amy said. “I think it fits here. A few months ago,” she began speaking quickly, “I interviewed my great Aunt Helen about her growing up in Poland and she mentioned the ‘blood libel.’” She looked at Aunt Helen who was dipping her right index finger in her silver wine cup and licking the wine off. “I didn’t know what that was so I researched it. In Poland, Christians believed that Jews needed blood from a Christian child to make matzo for Passover. So if children disappeared around Passover, like maybe they ran away from their homes or something, the Christians blamed the Jews. They burned their Synagogues and killed them. I think it’s terrible that this holiday celebrating freedom and our duty as Jews to help the oppressed became a reason for murdering my ancestors.” She had rushed through her presentation as if she wanted to get it over with, rather than to communicate her ideas. Mitch had been working with her on her Bat Mitzvah speech but couldn’t get her to slow down.

“That kind of thinking stems from ignorance and greed,” Chris said. Mitch knew Chris was Chair of Sessions in the Presbyterian Church. He had a calm air of certainty and authority. When he spoke it was more like a friend with knowledge he wanted to share rather than a professor, lecturing from a position of supposed superiority. “There are people like that who belong to every religion,” Chris continued. “Christianity was founded as a moral religion. Religious leaders have an obligation to teach morality and social justice. If they don’t and people commit crimes in their religion’s name, that doesn’t make Christianity bad.”

“That’s a good point,” Joan said. “We’re Catholic. I’ll confess we’re at odds with some of the teachings and more comfortable emphasizing the social justice aspects of Christ’s message.”

“I notice you used the word “confess” Chris interrupted. “That’s just highlighting another difference between Catholics and Presbyterians.”

Joan laughed. “Touche. But to get back to the point Amy made. I’ve never heard of the blood libel before. I can’t believe American Catholics ever thought that human blood was used in making matzo. Not in this country. Maybe it was just in the Middle Ages.”

“I don’t think so,” Amy said. “It happened when my great grandmother was a little girl. So that would be when?” She looked to her parents for help.

Mitch did some quick calculations, knowing his mother had emigrated, as an infant, in the early 1920s. “Figure sometime in the 1880s to 1890s or so. Somewhere around then.”

There was a pause in the conversation as they absorbed the fact that the blood libel had been around until recently. “When I was growing up in New York City,” Izzy said, “we lived near a Catholic parochial school. We used to have fights with the boys from St. Tolentines, I think it was called. The Catholic kids called us ‘Christ killers.’ We, of course, called them bad names as well. It was just the natural way boys acted. I never thought it was religiously motivated.”

“You’re probably right,” Alan said. “Catholicism certainly doesn’t teach that the Jews killed Christ. Good Pope John put that to rest once and for all. In fact, one could argue theologically that since God sent His only son to be sacrificed for mankind, Judas’ betrayal and the crucifixion were part of God’s plan for the salvation of all mankind. Blaming the Jews is tantamount to blaming God for Jesus’ death. It was all preordained.”

“This is an all time first,” Mitch laughed. “We’ve never had a discussion on Christian theology at our Seder.”

“Well,” Alan said chuckling, “if we Christians must accept that the Last Supper was a Passover Seder, and it was, because Jesus and his disciples were Jewish, then Jews should accept a little Catholic theology at their modern Seder. Fair is fair.”

“Why don’t we continue with the Seder and pick up on this during dinner,” Ell suggested, mindful that the lamb was roasting in the oven and she didn’t want it overcooked. “I think it’s my mother’s turn to read. We’re up to the four questions, mother. And Josh, you’re the youngest so you get to answer.”

Helga asked in English, why is this night different than all other nights and Josh replied in Hebrew.

This night is different in four ways:

It differs in that on all other nights we eat bread or matzo, while on this night we eat only matzo;

It differs in that on all other nights we eat vegetables and herbs of all kinds, while on this night we must eat bitter herbs;

It differs in that on all other nights we do not dip vegetables even once, while on this night we dip them twice; and

It differs in that on all other nights we eat in an upright or reclining position, while on this night we recline at the table.”

“We don’t really lie down,” Josh pointing to the crowded table, “but the idea is we can take our time eating because we’re no longer slaves.”

“Well done, Josh,” Izzy said. “Your Hebrew is terrific and your pronunciation is great. Mrs. Fessler, you should be very proud of your grandson.”

“I am. And of my grand-daughter too,” she said nodding at Amy across the table. “She will be Bat Mitzvahed this May. In my day, it wasn’t allowed. Not that my family was so religious,” she added quickly.

They continued in turn, each person reading one paragraph of the story of Passover, starting with Joseph arriving in Egypt, interpreting the Pharoah’s dreams and rising to prominence, a new Pharoah’s decree that every baby boy born to the Israelites be put to death, the birth of Moses, his being found in the bull rushes and raised in the Pharoah’s palace, God’s command from the burning bush for Moses to deliver My people out of Egypt and the visitation of the ten plagues before the Pharoah finally relented. They sang a rousing version of “Let My People Go,” making up for being off key with their enthusiastic and loud rendition of the chorus.

By chance, it was Ell’s turn to read the part about the three major Passover symbols, the lamb shank, the matzo and the bitter herbs. She picked up each from the Passover plate in front of her as she read and everyone ate matzo, then matzo with bitter herbs followed by hard boiled eggs dipped in salt water.

Eleanor picked up the orange on the plate. “Although this is not traditional at all, Amy thought we should include it and she’ll tell you why.”

“Oh goody, an orange,” Aunt Helen said, putting down what was left of her egg. Amy reached across the table, took the orange from her mother and gave it to her aunt.

“The orange means two things to me,” Amy said. She sat with her hands folded in her lap, looking down at her plate. “Like my grandmother said, young girls couldn’t even be Bat Mitzvahed when she was growing up. I read that when women tried to become Rabbis, many men were against the idea. They said that a woman belongs in a synagogue as a Rabbi, like an orange belongs on the Seder plate. Now, like there are lots of women Rabbis. I think the orange reminds us that women had to fight to be Rabbis. And they’re just as good as men Rabbis, maybe even better because it’s a known fact that girls study harder than boys.”

Ell noticed that Izzy was about to interrupt but changed his mind. He probably had been brought up orthodox and was offended by Amy’s comments. She would try to make amends later. She didn’t want him feeling uncomfortable in her home.

“The other thing the orange means to me, is very personal and family like.” She looked at Aunt Helen. “When I interviewed my great aunt, like I said before, she told me about coming over with her mother and her little sister, Lillian, who was my grandmother. My other grandmother,” she added hastily, smiling at Mrs. Fessler. “But it was strange, because she, Aunt Helen, I mean, told me the story as if she was speaking as her mother, my great grandmother.” Amy giggled nervously. “I know this sounds confusing,” she said looking down at her plate again. She related the story of the her great grandmother, Helen and Lillian, traveling in the cramped hold of a ship, of Lillian getting sick and Helen fighting for the boy for the orange so her little sister would get better. “That’s why,” she concluded, “I wanted an orange on our Seder plate. To honor my great Aunt Helen.”

“I never heard that story before,” Judy said, wiping her eyes with her napkin. She leaned over and kissed Aunt Helen on the top of her head. Helen looked up, smiled and continued rolling the orange in her hands. “My mom never said anything about it. You’ve uncovered a family treasure, Amy.”

No one said anything for a few moments, which was unusual at their Seders. “That’s very moving,” Izzy said quietly. “All those immigrant women, who crossed the ocean alone, with their infant children, to begin a new life here. They were very courageous.”

“Think of what motivated them to take those risks,” Chris said. “It was usually religious persecution in the old world, and the promise of religious freedom in the new one.” Mitch knew, from past conversations with Chris that he loved history, read voraciously and retained everything. “It didn’t happen only to Jews of course. The pilgrims fled religious persecution. French Huguenots fled persecution by Catholics. Catholics left England when their religion was forced underground by Cromwell,” warming to his topic. “I’ll bet you didn’t know that the carol, The Twelve Days of Christmas, originated as a secret Catholic song to teach children the catechism, when Catholicism was outlawed in Britain.”

“Which I think gets us back to one of the themes of Passover,” Mitch added, redirecting the conversation to the Seder service, before Chris could explain what each verse of the carol referred to. “Oppression and the strong desire of people to be free. If no one objects, we’re now up to part of the Seder where we get to enjoy the meal. Let’s start the meal. We can carry on this discussion if we like. Josh and Amy, can you help carry in the soup?” Ell preceded the kids into the kitchen, filling each bowl with soup and two matzo balls. Amy came out carrying a bowl confidently, followed by Josh who walked more slowly, taking small steps, obviously nervous about spilling the soup. He put a bowl down in front of Joan and whispered in Mitch’s ear, “Dad” he said urgently with a slight irritation in his voice. “I didn’t get to talk about my thing.”

“Oh, that’s right. How about after the meal just before we drink the third cup of wine? I think it fits in there. Don’t you?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” he said, disappointment in his voice because he couldn’t do it right away.

“It’s not a good time now. People want to eat their soup while it’s hot. You have to know when to make a pitch to an audience. Timing is everything.”

Josh grinned. “Yeah, dad, you’re right. After the meal and before the wine. Don’t forget now.”

After the soup, Eleanor served her gefilte fish which elicited effusive compliments from Izzy, who said it reminded him of his mother’s. Aunt Helen, who was one course behind, reminded everyone that chicken soup cured everything and her mother’s chicken soup was the best. The main course of roast lamb, baked carrots and yams, and steamed green beans with almonds followed. It was a good mix of family and friends, Mitch thought, looking in from the kitchen, as he eased the cork out of another bottle of wine.

“Everybody seems to be enjoying themselves,” he said to Ell as she carried the almost empty lamb platter into the kitchen, bearing a few remaining scraps of end pieces. “So far, so good,” she chirped. “And what can go wrong with dessert? Chocolate and coconut macaroons and poached pears in wine.”

“Ah, that reminds me. Josh wants to tell everyone his Seder related story. Let’s do that before dessert.”

Mitch redistributed the Haggadahs. “Ok. We’re up to the third cup of wine, the cup of peace, on page 14. Everyone have wine?” The bottle was passed around to fill up the little silver cups. Judy poured a little in Aunt Helen’s and winked at her brother.

“Don’t want to return her to the Home schnockered, do we Mitch?”

“It’s no joke. I didn’t even ask about interactions with her meds.”

Judy shrugged in reply.

“Josh, you’re on.”

Instead of sitting as his sister had done, Josh stood up and spoke in a conversational, confident voice.

“When we were studying the Civil War last month, one of the battles, I forgot which one, was in April.” He looked over to Izzy for help, who silently mouthed ‘Shiloh.’ “That’s right. It was Shiloh. I got to thinking about how Jewish soldiers celebrated Passover. I mean, they could get eggs and chicken, and probably parsley. But what about wine, and horseradish and matzo, and Haggadahs?” He paused to let the dilemma of Jewish soldiers sink in, out in the wilderness unable to celebrate Passover without their prayer book to guide them. “Well, I Googled it, to satisfy my own curiosity, and of course for extra credit.” Judy and Margie, who were both teachers, laughed. “There was a Jewish community at the time in Cinncinati, Ohio, and they sent a barrel of matzo and several Haggadahs. For wine, the soldiers bought apple cider from a local farmer. They tasted different weeds until they found one which was bitter and that was their horseradish. They couldn’t get the charoset, like we ate tonight to symbolize the mortar the Israelites used to build the pyramids. So guess what they did?”

“They found a beehive and used honey and apples?” Ell guessed, not knowing where Josh was going.

“No. Mom. They found a brick and looked at it to remind them of the mortar.” Everyone laughed. “That’s true,” Josh said grinning. “Wait. It gets better. They were pretty smart soldiers. But they were from the city. The bitter herb they had picked was like a hot pepper, so when they ate it, it set their mouths on fire. They had to drink a lot, but the cider they bought was hard. I guess that means it had alcohol, so they got drunk during the Seder.”

“And then they fought in the battle of Shiloh?” Alan asked.

“No. Passover was a few days after the battle, I think,” Josh said.

“On that note,” Mitch said, “it’s very appropriate that we offer up a prayer for peace as we drink the third cup.” There was a chorus of “to peace” and a “well done, Josh” from Izzy.

They finished the Seder, Amy running to open the door for Elijah, as Mitch observed that the untouched cup on the Seder Plate was for the great prophet and they opened the door to welcome him, as they should to welcome anyone to share the Seder meal with their family. He nodded at Izzy who inclined his head in thanks.

Mitch explained that Seders have traditionally concluded with the words, “next year in Jerusalem,” but that wasn’t true as far as he and Ell were concerned. “We aren’t hoping to move to Israel and celebrate Passover in Jerusalem, next year. We think of ourselves as Americans. Our religion is Judaism. That’s why our Haggadah concludes with a wish that Jews and Arabs live together in peace in Jerusalem.”

“This raises an interesting question about assimilation of Jews in the United States and Europe.” Chris said. “In Europe, Jews traditionally have been thought of as a nation within a nation, or in later times, as a race. In the U.S., they were just viewed as another group of immigrants, like the Irish, Germans or Italians. And yet it’s a religion and not a nationality.”

“In Austria, it depends whether you were speaking of Jews in Vienna or in rural areas,” Mrs. Fessler said. “Until Hitler, of course. Then, everything changed,” she added somberly.

Mitch glanced at Ell and smiled, his way of saying that he wasn’t going to start an argument about how assimilated Viennese Jews met the same fate as those in the shetls. She didn’t beam at him with appreciation. After their last conversation about his reaction to her mother, she expected him to behave properly. But, he knew from the subtle grin playing at the corners of her mouth, she knew he was restraining himself and was amused by it.

Chris took a sip of wine before continuing his analysis of assimilation of immigrant groups. Josh, oblivious to the rhythm of the conversation, stood up eagerly and announced in loud voice, “I have a wish for next Passover.” Without waiting for anyone to ask what it was, he enthusiastically announced, “I wish next year that Mr. Lowenstein’s sons, the pilot and the one in the Army, come home to celebrate Passover with him.”

“What a nice thought,” Judy said. Alan raised his glass to toast the wish coming true but stopped in mid-air. Josh was looking to Izzy for approval. His expression of innocent joy for having said something nice turned to puzzlement. The old man had turned pale, his shoulders slumped and his head shook from side to side, as if willing Josh to take back what he had said. Mitch saw Izzy and Eleanor lock eyes, his showing fear and submission at the same time, his wife’s gaze sympathetic and imploring. Izzy looked up at the ceiling, mumbled something Mitch couldn’t hear and turned toward Josh.

“I’m sorry, Josh,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “I was going to tell you. Just between the two of us. I can’t now. I have to speak in front of everyone and I ask them to forgive me for disturbing their Seder, but you especially, because I have lied to you.”

Josh sat down confused. The others around the table were embarrassed.

“I lied to you about my sons, Josh. They’re not in the military. Barry’s not a pilot. He’s an investment manager and lives in New York City. Ted’s not stationed in Japan. He’s a biologist and he’s always out of the country.” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I made up they were in the military. I’m lied to you because I didn’t want you to think of me as a worthless old man whose own sons didn’t visit him. I was afraid you’d stop talking to me. Josh. This may be my final lesson for you. Lies have a way of catching up with you. It’s better to always tell the truth.”

Aunt Helen broke the awkward silence. “Ask me. I know it’s awful growing old alone. Remember,” she said, leaning forward and wagging her boney index finger at no one in particular, “two parents cannot take care of forty children, but forty children can take care of two parents. Now, you can understand why I’m an angry old lady.” She clamped her lips shut, signaling she had finished.

“Well, Aunt Helen,” Judy said, “we’ll just have to find forty children to adopt you.” She patted her aunt’s hand. “In the meantime, it’s just Mitch, Eleanor, Amy and Josh, and me when I can visit.”

“I have another wish,” Josh said, this time more softly. “I wish that next Passover, Mr. Lowenstein spends it with us, again.”

His mother blew him a kiss. “Josh, you make me so proud of you.”

“Well,” Mitch said, “I’m not sure our next Seder will be as dramatic, but we always have good discussions.”

“It was a wonderful Seder,” Joan said, to accompanying echoes of agreement. There was the usual hubbub as people offered to help clean up, standing around for a little while, saying their thank yous and goodbyes.

As they were cleaning up in the kitchen, Ell asked Mitch to drive her mother home.

“I’ll take Izzy and Aunt Helen too and make one trip.”

“No, Mitch. I think Mother would resent being part of the Nursing Home crowd. Come home after that, I’ll drive Izzy and Aunt Helen and you can stay here with Judy and talk. You haven’t had that much time together and she’s leaving tomorrow.”

“You have some ulterior motive and I don’t know what it is.” He kissed her, found his mother-in-law’s stylish black spring coat in the closet and grabbed the car keys from the wooden painted knick knack box in the alcove.

“It was good, as usual,” Helga said, next to him in the front seat as he put the key in the ignition. “Eleanor works so hard preparing the meal. I don’t know how she does it with her job and the children.”

Mitch was about to respond sarcastically but he held back. Don’t rise to the bait. Pick your fights, he told himself. “Well, we’re a good family,” he said, “and we all help. You came over early, the kids set the table, I carved the lamb. Judy helped Ell cook.

But, as you know, Helga, Ell is one in a million. She is so organized. She makes a Seder for twelve look easy.”

His mother-in-law looked pleased. “You know Mitchell, you do your part to help too. It was much different in my house. My husband was not that involved in raising Eleanor. He was a businessman and had an important job.”

And what am I? Mitch thought to himself. A janitor? But she didn’t mean it that way. He let it pass.

“I think you know Amy very well. Better than my husband knew Eleanor when she was growing up. That’s why she and I are so close. She always had all of my attention because I devoted myself to her, knowing my husband was busy with his work.”

Mitch kept quiet. They were almost to 16th Street and her apartment house. Don’t blow it now, he thought.

“So,” Mrs. Fessler said, nervously picking at some lint on her coat. “Amy has asked me to give her a Star of David for her Bat Mitzvah. Do you think that’s what she really wants? I want to give her something very special. She’s my only grand-daughter, as you know.”

“Yes, Helga,” he said smiling. “I know Amy’s your only granddaughter, since I’m your only son-in-law.” Helga laughed back.

“Amy is proud she’s Jewish. I don’t think it’s a passing phase. If you give her a Star of David to wear, she won’t put it away in a drawer in a year.” He paused searching for the right approach. “I can see you at her Bat Mitzvah, putting the Star of David on a chain around her neck. I think she would tell everyone, my grandmother gave me this and she would cherish it. Think of it. She might even give it to her daughter, your great granddaughter someday.”

“It would be nice to be able to live to see that,” Helga said, wistfully. “My mother lived a long time so it’s not impossible.”

Mitch pulled into the driveway to her apartment building. Although he usually didn’t do so, he got out of the car, trotted around the back and opened the passenger door for her. She alighted as if he had driven her to the Vienna Opera House for the opening of the season. He felt the moment called for extra gallantry. He offered his arm and escorted her up the frayed green carpeted steps to the glass doors to the lobby and kissed her on both cheeks.

“Good night, Mitchell. Thank you for your advice. Drive carefully going home.”

Ell and his sister were drying the silverware in the kitchen. “Everything ok?” Ell asked turning half way from the counter. “Sure. Why not?” he shrugged, giving her the keys. She looked at him quizzically. “What? I was the soul of discretion and a paragon of virtue. You’re mom’s going to tell you tomorrow what a great guy I am. And if you can’t believe your own mother,” he said with a flourish,” who can you believe?”

“Eleanor already knows what a fine person you are,” Judy said. “Only I know what a rotten little brother you were. A really wicked pest.”

“Aha. You must tell me those stories about my husband. Maybe it’ll help me understand what he and Josh are up to from time to time.”

“I’ll get the wheelchair and help you get Aunt Helen into the car. Are you sure you don’t want me to drive Izzy and Aunt Helen?”

Ell threw the dishtowel at him. “You dry, keep your sister company and I’ll drive. I can always ask the man at the desk to help me with the wheelchair.”

By the time Ell reached Wisconsin Avenue, no more than five minutes from their house, Aunt Helen was snoring in the backseat.

“You know, Izzy. You didn’t have to confess in front of everyone. I was trying to tell you that.”

“I made a promise to you, with God as my witness, never to lie to Josh again. If I didn’t tell him tonight, it would have been another lie. And worse before God. I’m an old man. I should have known making a promise is easy. Keeping it is the difficult part.”

“You probably taught my son more about honesty tonight than Mitch and I have been able to do for years. He still worships you, you know.”

“Maybe not as much as before. I’m tarnished in his eyes but it makes for a better relationship. We’ll see when he visits next weekend.”

Eleanor slowed down for the turn into the driveway. “Josh is coming with us tomorrow night for the Seder at the Home. He’s already asked to sit next to you. Izzy. I know my son. You’re still his surrogate grandfather. No doubt in my mind.”

“Even with all that went on tonight, it was a wonderful Seder. It was nice of you to invite me.”

“I hope Amy’s comments about female Rabbis didn’t offend you. I never asked you. Are you Orthodox?”

“Me?” Izzy chuckled. “My father was an atheist. He rebelled against his parents. They were Orthodox. I probably rebelled against him and became religious, but not too much.”

“So what did you think of Amy’s comments?

“She has your fighting spirit and sense of justice. She needs to work on her delivery. Josh. Now, he’s a natural storyteller. If you don’t mind my saying so, Amy is so intense, she’s almost self righteous.”

Ell nodded in agreement. “I was like that in high school and college. I learned the hard way my freshman year at NYU, you don’t make too many friends that way. Or change anybody’s mind.” She was silent for a moment, remembering a particularly embarrassing exchange with one of her political science professors. God, that was years ago and she still blushed in embarrassment. “It seemed you wanted to say something when Amy was talking about the orange on the Seder plate. Am I wrong?”

“No, I was going to correct her about the reason for the orange on the Seder plate. That story has a life of its own. But it’s an urban myth. Susan Heschel was the first one to propose it. She said the orange symbolizes the fruitfulness of the community if gays and lesbians are included.”

“Really? I’m glad you didn’t point that out. I’m not sure how everyone would have reacted.”

“Well, you can pass it on to Amy. If she looks up the writings of Susan Heschel, she’ll find out why the orange is on the Seder plate. I like her other reason. To remember Helen fighting for the orange, and to honor her. That was a touching story.”

“Sometimes, our children amaze us.”

“You have a nice family, Mrs. Farber. Thanks for letting me be a part of it. You’ve made an old man very happy.”

Eleanor drove home feeling content, not so much from relief that the Seder had gone smoothly. Or from the wine. But from Izzy’s judgment that somehow, she and Mitch were doing all right with the kids. The last few months had been difficult. Amy was nervous to the point of being terrified of standing up on the bima in front of her peers for her Bat Mitzvah in May. She was stressed out by the extra studying in Hebrew School on top of her regular 7th grade school work, anxious about being invited or not invited to this friend’s party and struggling to find her identity and please her grandmother at the same time. She hoped her mother would overcome her own personal preferences and get Amy a Star of David, which Amy wanted so much from her grandmother.

Josh, on the other hand, she thought, was maturing. Maybe that was overstating it. At least, he was coming along, she concluded. True, he knew how to irritate his sister, but Ell couldn’t remain mad at him for too long. She deferred to Mitch’s practical perspective on sibling relationships which she lacked, having been an only child. Maybe he wouldn’t think having a sister was so great when Judy told Ell stories of what a rotten brat of a little brother he had been. Whatever pranks he had played on his older sister as a kid, it was clear to Ell that Judy now relied on him for emotional support. Actually, their support, because, as her mother was fond of saying, she and Mitch were a team.
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Chapter Fifteen
 

Mitch leaned back in the folding chair, his arm around Ell, and surveyed the friends, neighbors, and the few relatives seated in groups of ten at the round tables filling Memorial Hall. Amy, greatly relieved that it was over, was with a group of girls, beseeching the DJ, to play a song that the girls just had to hear. The DJ, who was also the MC, seemed unperturbed, having confronted this pandemonium almost every Saturday for the last several months.

“They’re more dangerous when they hunt in packs,” he whispered in Ell’s ear, nodding toward the girls around the microphone.

“Let the DJ handle it. Amy got through the service and we can all relax now.”

Mitch agreed. It had been a rough past two weeks. Amy’s debut as the Youth Board Member had been a disaster. She had moved to amend the By-laws to require that the Youth Representative be elected instead of appointed. She had argued that the President of the Board should not have such power. It was undemocratic and subject to abuse. Her motion had failed for lack of a second. Amy had come home in tears, feeling humiliated and betrayed. At least Rabbi Silver should have seconded the motion, she had wailed, sitting on the sofa with her parents. Eleanor brusquely pointed out that the Rabbi was only an advisor to the Board and not even a voting member. She had sternly berated Amy for not properly preparing for the meeting and discussing her ideas first with them and the Rabbi. It wasn’t enough, his wife had said, to believe your proposal is morally correct or has merit. You have to work at persuading others and lining up the votes in advance. Ell had encouraged their daughter to try again, later in the year, to keep at it and to learn how to swim before diving into the pool. And, very cleverly, Mitch thought, Ell had given Amy a reasonable excuse for her poor performance. To help restore her self confidence. It was too much to expect, Ell had told Amy, to begin as a new Board Member, the first Youth Representative ever, and to prepare for her Bat Mitzvah. She would do better at the next month’s Board meeting.

However, despite her intensive practicing and rehearsing in front of the family, Amy had been so nervous Friday night she had thrown up her dinner. Saturday morning she refused to eat breakfast. She drank a little hot tea, which she normally despised and took only under duress. Ell had gone up to Amy’s room, combed her brown hair and twisted it into a long French braid. In the process, she had calmed their daughter down to the point where she appeared poised on the bima, although Mitch knew, from the way she stared over the Congregation avoiding eye contact, especially with her friends, she was trembling inside. Her Torah reading had gone well. She had stumbled at one point but Rabbi Silver had helped her along. Amy’s chanting had been melodic. But, despite Mitch’s extensive coaching, she had rushed through her discussion portion barely stopping at the end of sentences. Too bad, he thought, because it was well reasoned and she did have something to say. Rabbi Silver, in his remarks to the Congregation announced that Amy’s mitzvah was to serve as the Youth Representative on the Board for one year. This was truly meritorious service he said, because it was work on behalf of the entire Congregation and deserved special mention.

Mrs. Fessler had given Amy the Star of David on a gold chain in an elegant black velvet necklace case at the end of the service. Mitch thought his daughter would not be appropriately appreciative because Amy was euphoric that her ordeal was over, giddy with excitement and busy talking to her girlfriends. But she had thrown her arms around her grandmother, thanked her profusely, insisted that she wanted to wear it now and turned around so that her grandmother could lock the necklace clasp.

When he had hired the DJ, Mitch had made it clear his job was to entertain the children and not to harass the adults to dance or otherwise make fools of themselves. The DJ had gotten the message. He played to the young adult audience, alternating the songs they screamed for with group dances and games.

When the buffet lunch was served, Mitch jumped the line and filled a plate with pasta, salad and a piece of roast chicken and brought it back for Aunt Helen. He struggled with the fork and knife to cut up the white meat into small pieces. He smiled to himself, remembering the advice of the owner of a steak house where he had worked during college. ‘Either a sharp knife or tender meat – never neither.’

“What do you want to drink, Aunt Helen?”

“Coffee. When you get a chance Mitchell.” She beckoned him to come closer.

“Don’t you think it’s dangerous to have so many Jews in one place? They could catch us all together.”

He almost laughed out loud, thinking how to answer, ‘Yup, Aunt Helen. That’s what happens in synagogues. All the Jews are together.” But he saw she the genuine look of concern on her face.

“It’s ok Aunt Helen. We’re in the United States. We’re allowed to be Jews. No one’s going to attack us.”

“I saw a police car outside.”

Mitch nodded. They usually were there to direct traffic when there were major events at the Church or Temple.

“They are the ones who take you away. The police. You know that Mitchell?”

Mitch wished that Judy were here. She would handle it better than he could. He was exasperated. He didn’t want to deal with Aunt Helen’s paranoia and craziness.

All he wanted to do was enjoy Amy’s Bat Mitzvah, eat lunch, laugh with the guests and go home to peace and quiet.

Amy rescued him by walking up to the table.

“Hi. Aunt Helen. Are you having a good time?”

“Yes, darling. Everything is delicious. You look very pretty today.”

“You say that every day.”

“Well, you look pretty every day,” Aunt Helen replied with impeccable logic. “Just like your mother, when she cooked for your father. She had her long hair like you, done up in a bun.” She speared a penne with her fork and put it in her mouth.

Instead of fighting his aunt’s confused state of mind, Mitch went along with it, guided by Judy’s voice in his mind’s ear telling him to let Aunt Helen talk about what she wanted to. “What was your mother’s best dish?” he asked.

“Oh,” she said, “they were all so good, you couldn’t choose one. There was her chicken soup and then brisket with potatoes and little onions.”

“Bye, Dad.” Amy said, as Aunt Helen launched into a description of her mother shopping for the best ingredients. Ell came back to the table, with two plates, the one she placed in front of him was heavy on the salad and chicken and light on the pasta. He raised an eyebrow questioning his portion. “Is this a subtle comment on my weight? The pasta looks good.”

“It’s more of a pre-emptive strike,” she said smiling down at him. “Here, let me take over with Aunt Helen so you can eat your meager portion.”

Aunt Helen continued talking to Mitch as if no one else was around. The DJ resumed playing music loud enough that Mitch couldn’t hear what his Aunt was saying. What is it about elderly people, he thought. They go on oblivious to the world around them. Can’t she herself hear that the music is drowning out her own voice?

Amy came running back. “Mom. Dad. Where’s my necklace case. I need to take it off. I don’t want to lose it. We’re going to play this limbo thing with chairs and then they take the chairs away and we don’t fall,” she said flushed and breathless, hopping impatiently from foot to foot.

“Turn around and stand still for a moment. I’ll put it in my purse until grandma comes back.” Amy eagerly dashed back to the circle of her friends. “Well that was thoughtful of our daughter,” she said to Mitch. “Worried about losing something she just got. Imagine how considerate and helpful around the house she might be by the end of next week.”

“I can’t wait,” Mitch replied quickly finishing his lunch. “Can you stay with Aunt Helen. I want to circulate a bit. Maybe one of my friends will give me some scraps from his plate.” He ducked as she threw her balled up paper napkin at him.

“Eleanor. That is no way for a mature person to act.” Mrs. Fessler reprimanded her daughter. “And in front of all these people.”

“Yeah, Ell, especially when our own daughter is so mature,” Mitch said, retreating quickly before his wife’s withering glare. The rest of the afternoon’s festivities went well. Tomorrow, Sunday was not too hectic, Mitch thought, as he watched Amy so poised and gracious, her eyes still shining with excitement, thanking a few of her friends’ parents for coming. It had been an exhilarating day for the entire family.

Aunt Helen lay in her room, drifting off to sleep, trying to remember something. It was important. She had been to this wonderful party, earlier in the week. Or was it last week? She wanted to tell Mama and Lillian about it. All those Jews together having fun but she couldn’t remember the details. Except that it wasn’t Jewish music at the party. There was something about a table full of gifts but she couldn’t remember what it was about the table she wanted to tell them. The food had been good. Not as tasty as her mother’s, she had told them that. That’s what she wanted to tell Mama. How she had praised her cooking to everyone.

She looked down the hall. She recognized some of the nurses and their assistants, in their white uniforms, walking briskly from room to room. They had dogs on long leashes. Not the friendly, groomed ones she said hello to on Pet Visiting Day. These were long legged, with matted hair and piercing yellow eyes,, like wolves. Drool dripped from their fangs and lathered the mangy black fur at their throats. The white uniforms unleashed the dogs who dashed into different rooms. She heard snarling, followed by screaming and the white uniforms would run into a room and come out with someone in a chair or on a stretcher. Sometimes they came out laughing without anyone, followed by the dogs, greedily licking bits of flesh and fabric from their snouts with their bloody tongues. They were still far away, chanting as they came closer to her room.

Mama and Lillian were next door. She could see them through the adjoining door. Mama was cooking chicken soup in her big copper pot, the one with the dent near the steel handle and the blackened streak on the bottom, which never came off no matter how hard one scrubbed. Lillian was sitting in a high chair at the table eating a piece of carrot. Now, the white uniforms were closer to their room. They had caught a man in a wheelchair and tied him down by large leather straps. They raced down the corridor, as he struggled vainly against the restraints and screamed for help. One of the white uniforms pulled an elegantly folded cravat from his suit jacket and stuffed it in his mouth. Helen stared in horror as Senator Ribicoff’s eyes pleaded with her to save him. Mama, she screamed. Run. Run. Now they were outside her mother’s kitchen. Marching as they chanted- Jew, Jew, Jew, Jew, in time to the beat of drum, strapped in front of the nurse’s assistant Helen had accused of sleeping with the RN. Slut, Helen yelled over the din. Couldn’t Mama hear them? Why wasn’t Mama hiding Lilly? Two white uniforms tore Mama away from her stove and threw her to a policeman on horseback, a huge bearded man wearing a red tunic with gold buttons and sunglasses. She couldn’t see his eyes. He swung a whip with one hand and, with the other, held Mama across his saddle. She yelled and reached down for Lilly. Lilly ran between the horses’s hooves, chased by several large dogs, while the riders flailed around with whips trying to lash her. The chanting and drum beat was deafening- Jew. Jew. Jew. Jew. Helen ran out into the corridor after Lilly, who saw her and reached out, her little, pink fingers only inches away. A thick hairy arm scooped up her little sister, the horse reared, Helen was blinded by the light, then there were flames and smoke everywhere. Mama’s kitchen was on fire, the whole hall was on fire. Helen ran outside. The white uniforms and horsemen had formed a circle, around the Jews, running and riding around in a frenzy, chanting Jew. Jew. Jew. Jew. The louder they shouted, the tighter the circle became. Mama was at the top of a pyramid of terrified people, holding Lilly up to the night sky, beseeching the heavens to save her daughter. Helen tried to breach the circle. A horseman grabbed her by her hair, swung her around his head and tossed her to another rider. She became a flying human ball, batted and thrown from one to another, never touching the ground and never getting closer to the circle. As she sailed through the air she saw Mama and Lilly sinking lower and lower as others clawed their way to the top to beg God in His Heaven to save them. One of the horsemen dropped her and she rolled, like the ball she had become, into the bushes where she lay very quietly. She heard the breathing of the wolf dogs before she saw them. They had surrounded the bush, a ring of yellow, savage eyes glinting with hunger and blood lust. Behind them, she saw pairs of white uniformed legs and shoes, like bars of a cage encircling her, moving toward her in measured steps. She shut her eyes tightly, knowing for certain she was the last Jew alive.

Mitch sat in his office at BLS. It was the Thursday morning before Memorial Day weekend. Today would be exceptionally busy. Many of his staff were taking Friday off to make it a four day holiday. There were two major draft reports, the CPI and the Producer Price Index, to be reviewed and discussed today before they could be finalized by the end of the month. He was looking forward to the official three days off. The weather forecast that morning on NPR had called for clear skies with mild spring temperatures for the entire holiday. Maybe they’d all go down to Skyline Drive on Sunday for a hike, run Oliver and have lunch outside somewhere in Front Royal, at one of the old inns. He found the files he needed for the 10 am meeting and had begun to review them when his cell phone rang. He thought it might be Ell. She usually called about this time in the morning, just to chat.

“Mitch, sorry to bother you but we have a problem with your aunt.” He heard from Molly’s tone she thought it was serious. “The CNA found her this morning, curled up on the floor next to her bed. She screams when anyone comes near her. She won’t talk to anyone. Not even Amina. She won’t get up off the floor and we can’t leave her there much longer.”

“Oh boy,” was all Mitch could say.

“Normally, the RN would sedate her and we’d examine her and see if we can figure out what’s wrong. My hunch is it’s mental not physical. So I don’t want to do anything until you try and talk to her. Can you get out here right away?”

Mitch told his secretary he had a family medical emergency. He asked her to reschedule the meetings for tomorrow and find out how many staff could make the meeting, hating himself for probably ruining a few planned getaways. He hailed a cab on Constitution Avenue, called Ell on the way up and filled her in on the little he knew, promising to call again from the Nursing Home.

When he arrived, Amina was standing at the entrance to his aunt’s room. Molly was in the chair near the window, bending over, talking softly to Aunt Helen, who was lying on the floor with her back toward Molly. Mitch tiptoed into the room, nodded at Molly and squatted down in front of his aunt so she could see him. She was curled up, her hands clasped behind her neck, her chin on her chest, her knees pulled in tight and her eyes closed. He could see from the protruding tendons in her thin hands, how hard she was holding on.

“Aunt Helen,” he called quietly. “It’s me, Mitch.” She didn’t move but he thought he saw her eyelids flutter. “It’s all right, Aunt Helen. I’m here.” He reached out and put his hand on her shoulder. He felt her relax, just a little. She turned her head slightly and then unclasped her hands, but instantly grabbed him by his jacket.

“Mitchell. You have to get me out of here. There was a terrible pogrom. They’ve killed everyone. Mama and Lilly.” She started sobbing. He wrapped his arms around her and let her cry.

“It’s okay. I’m ok, Eleanor and the children are safe. We’re all safe.” He was kneeling now, feeling the stiffness and pain in his right knee and wishing he could straighten his leg. “Come on Aunt Helen. Lie down on the bed and we’ll talk. I’ll stay here with you.” He stood up and guided her toward the bed. Helen looked blankly at Molly and Amina. He helped her lie down, unfolded the blanket and covered her and pulled the chair Molly had been sitting in over to the bedside.

“I’ll come back in a little while,” Molly whispered. Amina went to get Helen’s breakfast tray. Mitch was holding his aunt’s hand when Amina returned. He felt her stiffen and shrink away.

“Aunt Helen. It’s Amina. See. Amina, your friend.”

“Why is she wearing white, like the others.” Mitch didn’t know what to answer.

“I am not all in white,” Amina said. “Just my white pants.” Helen shrunk away from her.

“See my green shawl,” Amina said reassuringly. “It covers my head and the shoulders of my blue blouse.” She came closer to the bed, swung the table arm out and put the tray down. Aunt Helen moved warily closer to the center. “It was the people in white who took the Jews away. I saw them do it.” She described the attendants coming down the hall, chanting Jew, Jew, Jew, and pulling them from their rooms, the horsemen and the wolf dogs, clutching the fabric of Mitch’s jacket sleeves in both her hands.

Amina reached out slowly and touched his aunt’s arm. “Helen. We are sisters. Remember. Sisters because we can never go home again. You told me that.”

Helen looked up at Amina’s calm face. “I did, didn’t I. And I told Lilly about you.” Suddenly, she looked terrified again. “But Lilly is dead. They killed her. I saw them do it. My poor baby sister, screaming and running under the horses.”

Amina continued rubbing Helen’s arm with one hand while she took the metal lid off the plate of scrambled eggs, hash browns and broiled tomato. The aroma attracted his aunt’s attention. She let Amina feed her a forkful of egg and potato and then another. She let go of Mitch’s jacket and reached for the roll, dipped it in the styrofoam coffee cup and ate it quickly, coffee dripping down her chin. Amina wiped her face with a napkin.

“Remember Helen I told you my parents were murdered?” Helen nodded in response. “Sometimes I have bad dreams about them. I see evil people doing horrible things to them. Then I wake up and I see the daylight. I look at the photos of my mother and father and I see them when they were happy and smiling. I feel better. Does not that happen to you?” She looked at the framed photograph Helen kept on her night table of Henry and Lillian as young parents seated on a couch, with Judy and Mitchell on the floor in front of them. Helen followed her gaze. Mitch thought she focused on Lillian, his mother more than the others. She stared at the picture for a long time and then at the painting of the wolf on the opposite wall and back to the photo. He thought he saw a glimmer of understanding. Then, as if some switch had been turned off, she lost interest and concentrated on voraciously eating everything on the tray, making indiscreet chewing noises as she gobbled her food down.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Molly leaning on the doorframe. He didn’t know how long she had been there. She gave Amina a little paper cup with four pills. “You certainly do have the knack,” she said admiringly. “Can you stay with her for a few minutes? I want to talk to Mitch, in the hall.”

“How can I convince my aunt that Jewish nursing homes don’t have progroms?” He leaned despairingly against the railing just outside her room. “This is just plain nuts. If you believe her, they were marching down this hall last night pulling Jews out of their rooms. They meaning your staff.” He waved his arm to encompass the third floor.

“Well, she dreamt it. It’s inside her head. She’s experiencing real paranoia or even schizophrenia. She’s hallucinating and can’t tell the difference between her terrible dreams and reality.”

“What are we going to do?” Mitch asked.

“Well,” Molly said, “for the short term, she probably should have a sedative. Something to take the edge off her anxiety. Then, the Home’s psychiartrist needs to talk to her. She may recommend medicine for the paranoia or schizophrenia, something to correct what may be a chemical imbalance in the brain.”

“That’s going to take some time,” Mitch observed. “What do we do for now. For this weekend?”

“My suggestion. Get her out of the home as much as possible. Let her overdose on your family, experience normal stuff and see that life for Jews, her family, is going on, safe and sound.” She smiled reassuringly at him. “Don’t look so skeptical. Sometimes, all they need is a little reinforcement. Dreams and hallucinations aren’t that unusual in old people,” she said.

Mitch called Eleanor and updated her on Aunt Helen. Next he called his secretary, told her the family medical emergency was on going and he wouldn’t be back for the rest of the day. She said four of the seven staff could make the rescheduled meeting. Two of the four who said they could attend a Friday meeting, had put in, at the beginning of the month, for personal leave for that day. She had checked on her own with personnel. Mitch thanked her for thinking to make the inquiry. Better to postpone it and have committed staff eager to contribute, than resentful, sullen employees. He told her to reschedule for Tuesday morning and wish everyone a happy holiday from him.

Mitch stayed at the Home for the rest of the morning, sitting with Aunt Helen in the tv room and then in the garden. At first, she cringed when any of the CNAs came near her but she seemed less fearful as the morning wore on. He fed her questions on subjects he knew she would talk about, music, her hat shop, life in New London. When she did talk about his mother, Lillian, it was as if nothing had happened. Amina invited them to sit with her and three other residents in the cafeteria for lunch. Aunt Helen started to resist but Mitch forced the issue. After lunch she fell asleep in the wheelchair. Mitch left her alone in her room rather than in the lounge, reasoning that it would be better she wake up and see no one instead of other CNAs in their white uniforms. Amina promised to check on her periodically. Mitch made another call to his office, asked his secretary to get some files together and print out the two draft reports for him. He told her he would pick them up tonight or first thing tomorrow morning. He thought it would be better if he spent the day with Aunt Helen. He called Ell and assured her everything was under control and took the elevator downstairs to Molly’s office.

“If it’s ok with you, I’d like the Home’s doctor to take a look at Helen.”

“I think she’ll be able to handle it,” Mitch said. “I’d be there. Right?”

“Yes, of course. Even if she’s not agitated now, he’ll probably prescribe some kind of sedative.”

“Will that help to make her have pleasant dreams? She’s having horrible ones now.”

“Maybe. It can work like happy pills.” Molly replied. “Once we’ve got the dosage right, it keeps things on an even keel. You’ve seen her. She naps during the day. It’s not just a problem when she sleeps at night. No reason why she can’t dream this afternoon.”

“Too bad we can’t give her a few glasses of white wine. When I drink half a bottle, I sleep right through. No dreams. No problems.”

Molly laughed. “We’d have to have an all day Happy Hour to ensure pleasant dreams during naps. I’ll recommend that to our Board. We’ll become the most popular nursing home in the Washington area.”

Molly promised to ask Dr. Coomarswarmy to stop by before 3:30. Mitch went back upstairs. Amina was sitting on the bed talking to his aunt. Well, at least she’s ok again with Amina, he thought.

“There is a lecture on Israeli archaeology with slides in the first floor lounge. She might find that interesting,” Amina said. Maybe it will distract her, Mitch thought. Help her to realize that a place showing slides on Israel during the day doesn’t have pogroms at night. “Good idea. I’ll take her down there and bring her back in time for the Doctor’s visit.” Amina looked concerned. “Molly said he’s just going to take a look at her and maybe prescribe an sedative. What do you think?”

“It has helped with some of the residents,” she said. She had heard of cases where some of the nurses had slipped in extra doses to make it easier to manage the more troublesome patients. And there had been one incident, she knew of, a bad interaction with other medicine. “I am sure the doctor will know the medicines Helen is already taking. Ask him if the sedative will inter-act with those.” She would also ask Maynard later.

“Thanks, Amina. I mean, for all your help.”

“Your aunt is someone special to me, Mr. Farber, “she said as she stood at the door. She was going to explain why Helen had made her a sister, but decided not to. He might not understand. Or even be offended.

Amina performed her ablutions in the staff bathroom and said her afternoon prayers, in what was now called the prayer lounge. She walked up the back stairs to the staff room. She always took the stairs instead of the elevator, when she could. It was a matter of pride for her. No matter how tired she was, her long legs took the steps two at a time. Just to prove to herself she could.

Maynard was already there, sitting at a small table in the corner, a canvas bag leaning up against his chair. She removed a tin of Somali tea from her purse, poured herself a mug of hot water, ignoring the sly smiles and knowing glances of the other CNAs. She knew her Thursday afternoon meetings with Maynard, which she regarded as professional and correct, had become a source of speculation and gossip. This didn’t bother her. She had never been concerned by what others thought of her. She had to admit she liked other women thinking Maynard would be interested in her. He was a handsome man, more handsome now that he had lost some weight. It didn’t occur to her that some of the CNAs were Maynard’s friends and disapproved of what they saw as her teasing and toying with him, constantly leading him on. In her mind, their relationship was professional and proper and she had no intention of changing it, regardless of what whispered gossip went on behind her back. She found Maynard’s advice helpful and she enjoyed their conversations.

“How’s your American History coming?” He smiled at her, waiting expectantly as if he was a teacher meeting with his favorite pupil. He has nice teeth, she thought. Almost as good as a Somali. And he has continued to work out. She could see his neck and shoulders were more muscular. Has he been losing weight and exercising because of me? That is flattering and sweet of him, especially since he knows nothing could come of it. She realized he was still smiling and waiting for her to answer.

“I am reading this book my daughter borrowed from her school library. She has also recorded shows for me from the History Channel. I have seen several on the French and Indian Wars and the life of George Washington. There is a Somali proverb,” she paused trying to find the right words in translation. “I cannot say it exactly in English. It is “Pouring more water into a full ‘ubbo’ does not mean you have more to drink.” I am that ‘ubbo.’ I have so much American history all the time, I cannot think of anything else.”

“What’s a ubbo?” Maynard asked, trying to mimic her pronounciation.

“Oh. Sorry.” She put her hand in front of her mouth in embarrassment. “It is a carved wooden jug for carrying water. Nomads use them when they herd their camels.”

“The closest we have to that proverb is ‘it’s coming out of my ears.’ So, should I test you on American history?” His tone implied he was teasing her.

“No. Thank you. There are self tests at the end of each Chapter. I have been doing well so far.”

“That’s good. You’re really working at it. The GED won’t be a problem.” He played with the large gold ring on his finger. She sensed, from his fiddling that he had something to say which was difficult for him. She hoped it wasn’t going to be about their relationship.

“I checked the NOVA web site for the RN program. It seemed too quick for me that you get an RN after just four semesters. You don’t earn an RN after completing the on line course. You’ve got to transfer to George Mason and take their program for a B.S. in nursing.”

“That cannot be right,” Amina said with more certainty than she felt. “I read the requirements very carefully,” already wondering how she could have been so careless. “However, I thank you for showing interest.”

“Look. I’m not trying to stop you from applying. I’m the one who’s been pushing you. You’ll end up with the degree and an RN license at the end of it. If you don’t believe me, we can check it out together on a computer at the Nursing Station.”

“No. No,” she said hastily, knowing she wanted to do go online alone, in private. She was furious with herself. She had the uneasy feeling she had misread the web site. She had already told Bashir after she got her GED, it was only four consecutive semesters and she planned to continue working full time. She had been overjoyed when Ms. Bernstein had promised the Home would help her and be flexible and thought she would be an asset as an RN. And now it would take another two years? It was bad enough that she had to tell her brother. How embarrassing it would be to have to go back to Ms. Bernstein. Maybe she should just quit working at the Home and do agency work until she earned her degree and was licensed. It would be simpler. She was vaguely aware Maynard had put the canvas bag on the table and was saying something.

“What? I am sorry. I was thinking about NOVA.”

“I said I have a surprise for you.”

Not a gift, Amina thought panic stricken. Not now. Not in front of the other staff.

Maynard made a show of reaching inside the bag and not finding what he was looking for, grinning as he groped for the unseen packages.

“Ah ha. Here they are. I’ve been studying too.”

Amina stared at the paperback translation of The Qur’an and a DVD box labeled “Understanding Islam- An Eight DVD Video Series.”

“I’m just on the first disk,” Maynard said apologetically. “It’s about The Five Pillars of Islam. It’s sort of class room style and easy for me to understand.” He beamed at her expectantly. “What do you think.”

She stood up, clasping her hands to her cheeks. “Maynard. This is blasphemy,” she said in a loud, hoarse whisper. “You do not turn to Islam to pick up a woman,” she blurted out. She was aware that the other staff had stopped their conversations and were watching them. “You turn to Islam because you believe in Allah, that the Holy Qur’an is the word of God, as revealed to Mohamed who is his Prophet. How could you?”

Maynard looked as if she had slapped his face. He pushed his chair so hard as he rose, it tipped over, the metal frame clattering on the linoleum. Angrily, he swept the book and DVD into the bag with one hand and with the other pointed at Amina, his eyes even with hers.

“Don’t flatter yourself. I don’t want you and if I did, I don’t need your religion to have you. I’ve got plenty of other women. I thought you’d be pleased I was trying to learn more about Islam. I was wrong.” He turned, picked up the chair he had knocked down and stormed out of the room.

“Well. Nothing like having our own soaps,” one of the CNAs from the second floor said, provoking a ripple of laughter. Amina put her purse on her shoulder and without acknowledging anyone, walked deliberately, looking straight ahead toward the door.

“Tune in tomorrow for another episode with our own Amina-Queen of the Nile,” another CNA said to louder laughter.

Amina fled to the sanctuary of Helen’s empty room. She had embarrassed Maynard in front of people. She had over-reacted. Maybe he was truly interested in educating himself about Islam. Either to learn, or maybe even to convert. What was wrong with that? She castigated herself for being an immature fool. She tried to reconstruct how she had jumped to the conclusion that Maynard wanted to use Islam to get a date with her. She recalled her father’s instruction to her when she was young. If you do wrong to another human being, correct the wrong sooner not later, he had said. A wound heals easier if it is not allowed to fester.

Amina walked purposely down the hall and stopped in front of Maynard’s station. He glanced at her briefly, ignored her and continued writing in the medicine ledger.

“I am sorry for what I said. It was wrong of me. I apologize and ask your forgiveness.” She put her hands on the edge of the wooden counter top.

He slammed the ledger closed. The noise startled Amina. She noticed that one of the CNAs had suddenly found a magazine in the alcove and sat down, seemingly engrossed in an article.

“Do you think it’s that easy? That you can create a public scene and apologize in private? Your apology doesn’t cut it.” She thought that was all he was going to say to her. She stepped back from the station. “I wanted to learn more about Islam,” he continued. “I was curious about it. It had nothing to do with you except you got me interested. What you assumed and said was way out of line. Way out,” he repeated to emphasize how wrong she had been.

“I know that now,” she said quietly. “I do profoundly regret my words. And my thoughts” she added more softly.

“Well,” Maynard said, relaxing slightly and speaking in a more conciliatory tone. “I don’t turn on a dime like this. I’m not ready to accept your apology right now. You think about what you said. If you’re really sorry, we can meet in the Staff Room next Thursday and then maybe, just maybe, we can have a civil discussion about your religion. I might have a few questions for you. I don’t have anything more to say to you now.” Her outburst in the Staff Room had stopped him from telling her he had visited a mosque and met with an Imam, an African American like him, who had been in trouble as a kid and turned his life around. Maynard had related to him. The Imam had convinced him to take classes at the Mosque. Whether or not this would lead to conversion, Maynard didn’t know. It was something he would hold in reserve and tell Amina at an appropriate time.

“I have to ask you one favor, even if you do not accept my apology. It is about Helen,” she said quickly, seeing he was ready to dismiss her. “The doctor may prescribe a sedative. I must know if it could cause a bad interaction with her other medicines.” He hesitated. “Please. Maynard. Do it for Helen. It is not for me.”

He swiveled his chair and rolled it to the file cabinet. He removed Helen’s folder and read it with his back to Amina, running his finger down a page. “No,” he said coldly. “There shouldn’t be.” He made a Xerox copy of the page and handed it to her. “Give this to the doctor. In case he doesn’t have her complete file with him.”

“Thank you, Maynard,” she said sincerely. As she left, she was aware of the CNA still in the alcove next to the RN station. Maynard had said the Home thrived on gossip. There was its messenger, Amina thought. She recognized how clever he had been, not to demand a humiliating public apology from her, but an acknowledgment that others would interpret as her humbling herself. She would definitely meet him in the staff room next Thursday.

Mitch wheeled Aunt Helen into her room and was surprised to find Amina sitting on the edge of the bed. “The slide show was interesting.”

“I am glad,” Amina said softly. “How is Helen?” She stood up and automatically smoothed the bedspread.

“I am fine. How are you?” Aunt Helen said, running the two phrases together, sounding like a parrot. She repeated it again, wagging her head from side to side. “Why do people say things they don’t mean?” she asked. “No one cares how you are. They just ask.” Amina clasped her hands as if in prayer and gently tapped her lips with her tented fingers. “Helen. I should not have asked your nephew how you are when I could ask you. And you are very wise. If people only said what they meant, and thought before they spoke, the world would be a better place.” She knelt down in front of Helen’s wheelchair. “I do care how you are. That is why I asked. So, how are you? Tell me honestly.”

Helen looked at her. “I am short.” Mitch stifled a laugh from behind the wheelchair. “I like it when we are at eye level so I can see you. I am afraid, Amina. I am afraid of the dark. Horrible things happen at night.” She shook her head and sighed. “I won’t say anymore.”

“Helen. Remember what I said about bad dreams? Everyone has them. Think of good times.” She removed the photograph of Henry and Lillian from the night table and held it up for Helen to look at. “Always have a happy picture in your mind you can turn to. It helps me.”

Helen stared at the image Amina held in front of her.

“I need a photograph of you,” she said, poking Amina with her finger. “You’re also my sister.”

“I’ll bring a camera tomorrow,” Mitch said. “We’ll take pictures of Amina and you can have one in your room. If that’s ok with you,” Mitch said, looking at Amina who had tears in her eyes.

“Is now a good time?” Molly said cheerfully as she entered the room, assuming that the answer would be yes. She introduced Dr. Coomaswarmy, who, fortunately, was not wearing a white coat. He was a slight Asian man, not much taller than Josh. Mitch guessed the doctor weighed 110 pounds if that much.

“I have to get back to work, Doctor. The RN on the floor asked me to give you this,” Amina said, passing him the list of Helen’s current medicines.

“It’s nice of you to come from so far to examine me,” Aunt Helen said to Doctor Coomarswarmy, apparently mistaking his ethnicity for his place of residence.

“It’s no trouble at all,” he replied, taking his stethoscope from an inside pocket.

Mitch waved goodbye to Molly and left as the doctor unbuttoned his aunt’s blouse. He walked to the small lounge to be near a window. The cell phone reception was better there. He called Ell and told her of Molly’s suggestion that they do family things with her, to show her everything was normal.

“Why don’t I come and pick the two of you up. Aunt Helen can have dinner with us. It’s meatloaf tonight. Nothing special.”

“I’m sure she’s not going to care what we serve,” he said, laughing. “Ok. We’ll be ready any time after five. I’m taking tomorrow off. I’ll spend the day with her at the Home. Might bring some work to read while she naps. Ell, think about the weekend. We should be outdoors but places where we can wheel her.”

“My mother was counting on being with us. At least for part of the time. Any suggestions about how we handle her?”

Mitch thought of a snide quip in response but suppressed it. “Why not tell your mother how they found Aunt Helen this morning and ask her to help. That we need to create a normal safe atmosphere. See what she says.” There was silence at the other end. “Ell? Are you there?”

“Yes. I’m here.”

“Oh. I thought the cell had gone dead. Well?”

“I’ll call my mother. That’s a nice thought Mitch. See you soon.”

Dinner went well. Aunt Helen praised everything she ate. She consumed larger portions than usual. The meatloaf was the best ever, she said. The house looked wonderful, the kids were so bright, Oliver was so well trained and on and on. Mitch noted that there were none of the negative comments which normally accompanied her praise. If the meatloaf at their dinner was delicious, she usually coupled that with a comment that the meatloaf at the Home was inedible, or had too much filler, or was burned, or served cold. He wondered if this change was due to the sedative. Dr. Coomaswarmy had assured him the dose was very mild and confirmed there should be no adverse interactions with the other medicines she was taking. It seemed too short a time to have taken effect. Maybe she was just happy to be out of the Home and with the family, Mitch concluded.

It was a mild night. Aunt Helen sat in the front seat of the Taurus, her coat unbuttoned. Mitch opened both windows almost half way. “Too much air for you?” he asked.

“No. Mitchell. It’s fine.” She sighed.

“What are you thinking?”

“That God should bless and watch over my sister’s family.”

“He is, Aunt Helen. We’re all fine.”

“What if they come for me tonight?” she asked.

“No one is coming for you, Aunt Helen. You’re safe at the Home. It’s a Jewish nursing home.”

“That’s why they came before. To get the Jews. They knew we’d be here.”

He remembered Willy Sutton’s answer when asked why do you rob banks? Because that’s where the money is, he replied. His aunt may be hallucinating but she was thinking logically. In her own peculiar way. You wouldn’t go to the nearby Lutheran Nursing Home to conduct a pogrom against Jews.

“I’ll be back in the morning, Aunt Helen. I’ll spend the day with you.”

“What day is tomorrow?” she asked, concerned.

“Friday.”

“Why aren’t you at work? You haven’t lost your job, have you?”

“No, Aunt Helen. Of course not. I’m taking a vacation day,” he lied. “It’s the Friday before the Memorial Day weekend. That way I have four days off.”

“So, I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Yeah. We’ll sit out in the garden, maybe go out for coffee and lunch. And then we’ll do things together as a family over the weekend. What would you like to do,” he asked, not expecting any practical response.

They were stopped at a long red light waiting to turn on to Wisconsin Avenue. He looked at her. She was gazing unblinking through the windshield at the headlights of cars turning toward them.

“You know, Mitchell, the lights look like wolves’ eyes but they’re not.” She struggled to explain her thoughts more clearly. “Wolves’ eyes are yellow with green centers. And cars do not have fangs.” She grinned, proudly reaching this conclusion, as if the issue had been in doubt.

He was alarmed with her thought process. He didn’t like the talk of wolves when he was bringing her back to the Home for the night.

“What would you like to do for the weekend?” he asked, trying to pull her back into the real world.

“I want to have a picnic. I haven’t been on a picnic for years,” she said wistfully. “And I want Chinese food.”

“Chinese food for the picnic?” Mitch asked, already thinking of where to go for take out.

“No, darling. A picnic one day and Chinese food for dinner another day. Who ever heard of Chinese food at a picnic? Mitchell. Sometimes you are so silly.” She patted him affectionately on his knee.

The weekend was both a whirlwind of activities and a logistical nightmare. With the six of them, plus Oliver and Aunt Helen’s wheel chair, they had needed two cars to do everything. Surprisingly, his mother-in-law acquiesced and let Eleanor drive her car with Amy and Josh, while Mitch took the Taurus, Aunt Helen, her wheelchair and the dog. Mitch had his aunt’s medicine in two small envelopes in his shirt pocket, one for lunch and the other for dinner.

The weather, as predicted was gorgeous. High 60s during the day and low 50s at night with clear skies every day. Saturday, in the morning they went to the Tidal Basin. His mother-in-law had suggested the spot because it was tranquil and she liked the idyllic area around the cherry trees. The cherry blossoms, which had attracted droves of tourists in early April and then covered the water along the Basin’s shore in a shower of delicate pink petals, were long gone. Now, the trees with their photogenic branches and spiraling trunks simply were peaceful groves of green shade. They sat on one of the benches in the warm sun, while Josh and Amy ran among the trees and raced each other around the concrete path to the bridge and back. Helga kept up a constant chatter with Aunt Helen, barely giving her time to respond before launching into another topic. He listened with amusement, an unusual reaction for him he noted, as she flitted from talking about cherry trees in bloom to how she liked Japanese culture, (they were so refined and had such an ancient history), to how many Japanese tourists there were in Europe now, (so unlike the 1970s and 1980s when she had been to Vienna with her husband), and how Vienna itself had changed, much more modern, (too much so for her tastes), but still they had their opera season and of course, the Mozart Festival in Salzburg. Aunt Helen had initially been attentive, had not made a nasty comment about Helga’s knowledge of Mozart’s music and then fallen asleep in the sun.

They had lunch in the National Gallery’s underground cafeteria. Aunt Helen devoured two hot dogs and a chocolate éclair, eating her desert as she had the hot dogs, with her hands, leaving her fingers sticky with a mixture of mustard and cream. From there, it was on to the FDR Memorial. When Izzy had heard they were going to the FDR Memorial, he had told Josh, FDR was the greatest of all the Presidents. He had challenged Josh to see the sculptures and the inscriptions of FDR’s speeches with his mind and heart and not just skim the words with his eyes.

Dinner was at a Chinese Restaurant in Silver Spring that Mrs. Fessler liked. She was obviously pleased when the owner’s wife, in a high collared Chinese silk dress, greeted her by name and escorted them to a round table for six, by the window. The fresh air and the outing seemed to have further stimulated his aunt’s appetite. She ate as if she had missed lunch, starting with an egg roll, followed by chicken wonton soup, which she slurped noisily, and shrimp in lobster sauce. The rest of them shared the dishes on the lazy susan.

Sunday, Mitch drove directly to Mt. Vernon, while Ell, her mother and the two children stopped midway down the George Washington Parkway. Amy and Josh rode their bikes from that point to Mt. Vernon, while Eleanor and her mother ambled along the paved pathway. Mrs. Fessler, while she walked with determination, didn’t walk very far and they doubled back to the parked car and drove the rest of the way. Mitch set up their lunch on a picnic table in the sun at the end of the bike trail. He was waiting with Aunt Helen and the kids, when Ell pulled into the parking lot with her mother. Oliver lay on the ground between Aunt Helen and Mrs. Fessler, knowing from experience that one would drop some food by accident and the other would slip him something intentionally.

Monday, it was off to the gardens of Dumbarton Oaks in the morning, this time without Oliver, and another picnic in the adjacent public park. The afternoon was spent in the Tudor House garden. Mitch waited outside with Aunt Helen on the hill overlooking Georgetown, while the rest of the family toured the historic home. Ell made fried chicken, mashed potatoes and green beans for dinner. When Mitch drove Aunt Helen to the Home, she fell asleep mid-sentence and snored until he woke her at the entrance way. He took her upstairs, kissed her goodnight and left her with one of the night duty CNAs he recognized.

It was slightly after nine when Mitch walked in the door, kicked off his shoes, and sank down into their deep leather recliner in their living room. He was surprised he felt so worn out. After all, much of the weekend had been spent sitting around with Aunt Helen or Helga.

“Not really,” Ell said. “Almost everywhere we went, you dropped us off, parked the car, walked to where we were, went back to the car to drive and pick Aunt Helen up. You probably walked twice as much as you usually do on a weekend. It’s healthy for you.”

“Yeah. I hadn’t thought of about that. Well, Aunt Helen’s tired. She’s not talking about pogroms at the Home any more. Maybe we did some good. Who knows? Let’s hope the psychiatrist can keep her on an even keel.” He shrugged and stretched his legs out. “I’m actually looking forward to going back to work tomorrow. Where are the kids?”

Ell curled her legs underneath her on the sofa and gestured toward the ceiling. “Upstairs, catching up on the homework they postponed until the last minute. I’m not a good example for them,” she said, taking a thick sheaf of paper from her briefcase. She waved it at him. “This is something on national dropout rates at the high school level, I should have read earlier.”

“I read my stuff for my Tuesday meeting on Friday,” Mitch said cheerfully.

“At the Home, while Aunt Helen snoozed in the sun. I was a good boy. I’m going to read The Sunday Times, now.”

He moved his right leg on the ottoman to ease the ache in the knee and opened the first section. He skimmed through the usual bad news from around the world, a bombing in Beirut, riots by North African youth in a suburb of Marseilles, flooding in Bangladesh, famine in Ethiopia, ethnic violence somewhere in India and turned to the National News.

“That bastard. That bigoted son of a bitch,” he said emphatically, sitting up and folding the page in half.

“Mitch. There’s no reason to talk like that,” Ell said.

“No?” he said, his voice rising. “Listen to this. They just released some more of Nixon’s tapes. Here’s the bastard talking about Jews at BLS. That’s where I work. Remember?”

Nixon to Colson: ‘Well listen, are they all Jews over there?’

Colson to Nixon: ‘Everyone of them. Well, a couple of exceptions.’

“Remember Halderman? His Chief of Staff?” Mitch added, looking up at Ell. She nodded. Mitch continued.

Nixon to Halderman: ‘All right. I want to look at any sensitive areas around where Jews are involved, Bob. See, the Jews are all through the government and we have got to get in those areas. We’ve got to get a man in charge who is not Jewish to control the Jewish- do you understand?’

“God. The stupid son of a bitch can’t even speak correct English. Here’s Nixon again to Halderman:

‘The government is full of Jews. Second, most Jews are disloyal. You know what I mean? You have Garment and Kissinger and frankly Safire and, by God, they’re exceptions. But Bob, generally speaking, you can’t trust the bastards. They turn on you. Am I wrong or am I right?’

“This is the President of the United States talking, Ell. This happened in 1971 in the U.S. of A. This is not some superstitious peasant in medieval Europe,” he said, his face flushed. “All because Nixon didn’t like the reports coming out of BLS on unemployment and inflation. When I got to BLS in the early 80s, they were still talking about how the Nixon White House had been out to get someone. No one knew that Nixon talked about all Jews like this.” His eyes darted down the page. “Oh, here he is after Colson found out that sixteen people at BLS were registered Democrats.”

Nixon to Halderman: ‘The point that he did not get into that I want to know, Bob, how many were Jews? There’s a Jewish cabal, you know running through this, working with people like Burns and the rest. And they all only talk to Jews.’

“What a paranoid prick.” Mitch said vehemently. “What happened to his Quaker upbringing?”

“But he was an equal opportunity paranoid,” Ell said teasingly. “He disliked Italians because he said they smelled badly.

That came out on some earlier tapes, remember?”

“Yeah, but it’s not funny,” Mitch replied. “Some people at BLS lost their jobs because of this. I forgot the guy’s name. He was an Assistant Commissioner and he was removed because Nixon thought Jews were plotting against him.”

“That’s more than thirty years ago, Mitch. Times have changed.”

“Have they? I’m not so sure.” Tomorrow, I’m opening my meeting by reading this out loud and giving everybody copies.” He hit the newspaper with the back of his hand. “This is the first item on the agenda. Then we’ll talk about the damn draft reports.”

“I hope you calm down by then,” Ell said soothingly, concerned by his anger and profanity. “Wait. I know that look. It means you’ve got some mischievous idea in mind. Where are you going?”

Mitch grinned at her as he headed upstairs. “To go to The New York Times on line and find what Nixon said about Italians. I want to print it off and light a fire under Tony Santangelo at the meeting tomorrow. Don’t want him thinking this is just between Nixon and us Jews.”
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Chapter Sixteen
 

This was the moment Helga dreaded. Alone in her cabin on the Holland American’s Amsterdam, leaving the wharf. The cabin was nice enough. She had splurged and taken an ocean view stateroom, mid ship on the Main Deck, just below the Promenade. There was a large complimentary basket of fresh fruit on the small writing table in front of the window, next to the fine leather folder with embossed stationery. The bathroom was sparkling white and airy. Everything in the room was glistening clean and highly polished. As one would expect, she thought.

She lived alone, in Silver Spring, she reasoned. So why was she afraid to be alone in her cabin, embarking on a 12 day cruise from Seattle to Alaska and back? She had been excited Eleanor had invited her to travel with the family to Seattle, and surprised when her daughter had told her it had been her son-in-law’s idea. The plan, which seemed reasonable to her at the time, was to spend part of the vacation together in Seattle, and for her to take a cruise to Alaska, while Eleanor and the family flew first to Juneau and then to Anchorage. It had made sense to go their separate ways. The family was going to national parks, with day long hikes in Denali, bike rides around Juneau to the glaciers, a long drive down the Kenai Peninsula to Homer, charter fishing for halibut from Homer. All activities she either couldn’t or wouldn’t want to do.

At her age, she had to admit, she enjoyed her comforts. To be pampered by service personnel, play bridge before lunch, enjoy tea in the afternoon or go to the spa, and have elegant dinners at night. She had immersed herself in the pleasure of sitting with Eleanor planning her trip, which cruise line to book with, what deck level to select, which itinerary to choose and whether to add an extra few days in Vancouver. She had deliberately dragged out the planning process so as to have more time with her daughter- or more accurately, to have Eleanor more to herself. Helga had asked her daughter’s opinion about everything, even though she already had her mind made up. What clothes to take, whether the jewelry she selected was appropriate for ship board dining, what dress shoes to wear on board, what casual shoes to wear for off ship excursions, what toiletries to bring, whether to take one large suitcase or two medium sized ones. Eleanor had spent the afternoon before they left helping her pack. Afterwards, Helga had reopened one suitcase and added her medicines and the small, framed photo of her husband. There still were certain secrets to be kept from her daughter.

The flight to Seattle had gone smoothly. The downtown hotel they had stayed at was nice. Mitchell had been solicitous and caring, the grandchildren polite and attentive, Eleanor perhaps a little too guarded and not spontaneous enough, but certainly not abrasive and disrespectful, as she was sometimes back in Washington.

Perhaps, Helga thought, because the time leading up to the cruise was so much like what she yearned for in the relationship with her daughter, she was succumbing to these little stabs of fear. For the third time since she had unpacked, she went through each drawer of the dark wood dresser, first running her finger along the marble top and finding, with satisfaction, that it was dust free. She knew she should be up on deck, watching the Seattle skyline disappear in the early evening dusk. She should be mingling with the other passengers, making herself known and being seen by those who would be taking care of her for the next twelve days. But she couldn’t bring herself to leave yet.

She had to make sure. Of what, she asked herself. That she knew where her things were. At home, in her Silver Spring apartment, everything had its place. If she forgot or lost something, the car keys, her address book, her favorite pearl necklace, she knew where to look. Here, everything was new. She had to establish her own order. That would comfort her and restore her equilibrium. She had sensibly arranged her clothing in the dresser so those items she would use the most were in the top drawers, her underwear, bras and stockings. More and more, it hurt her back to bend down. The outdoor sweaters and warmer sport blouses were in the bottom. Her jackets, slacks and long dresses were hung in the closet where she could easily find them by just opening the doors. Her jewelry box was locked. She had hidden it on the closet shelf behind the extra pillow. Where was the key? She suddenly panicked. Was it in her purse, in the zippered side pocket, or had she buried it in one of the drawers? She couldn’t remember. She turned her purse upside down and emptied its contents on her bed. That was silly, she said out loud to herself. She pulled the zipper and felt inside the pouch. The key was there. Enough, she thought. She shoveled everything back into the purse, put her cabin key in her suit jacket pocket, took one last look at herself in the closet door mirror and left, looking more confident than she felt.

She had signed up for the later seating at 8:15 in the Upper La Fontaine Dining Room. She felt strongly that cultured people did not have early dinners. A printed notice in her room had said champagne, compliments of the Captain, would be served on the Lido Deck from 5:30 to 7:00. It was a little after 6 and the crowd in the lounge was thinning out as people left for the early dinner seating. She accepted a fluted glass from the uniformed steward, sipped it and spent her time before dinner mingling and meeting people, whose names she promptly forgot.

She was pleased she was able to find the La Fontaine, one deck down from the Lido, retracing her steps to the elevator and feeling better about navigating her way around a strange place. When she approached the maitre d’ at his station, he noted her name and escorted her to a round table for eight. The seating was prearranged. A tall, white haired man, stood as she approached, waited for her to be seated and introduced himself as Thomas P. Maitland, the Third. He was trim, well dressed in a perfectly tailored blue blazer, which she guessed was of British manufacture, and grey slacks with a sharp crease. She immediately was attracted by his courtly air. Helga was good at estimating a man’s age and thought he was in the 77 to 80 range, certainly over 75. By the end of dinner, she knew the Amsterdam’s Social Director, who had arranged the first night’s seating based on the biographical synopses submitted by the passengers, had done well. She was not looking for a romantic relationship. Not at all. Just pleasant and attentive companionship for the duration of the cruise.

Drew, as he said his friends called him, was a retired U.S. Ambassador, widowed and living in Milwaukee. He had been stationed in Vienna, first as a young foreign service officer, and then, much later as Deputy Chief of Mission. They spent the entire dinner, talking almost exclusively to each other in German, with brief polite asides to the others at the table. Following the meal, they had ‘a coffee’ in the espresso cafe, recalling the coffee shops of Vienna, remembering the Hotel Sacher and its famous pastries, and how gay and lively the streets were around the Opernhaus, and the special performance during Fasching, and of course Die Fleidermaus on New Year’s Eve. They discovered a mutual obsession with bridge, and to her delight, he asked her to be his partner the next morning.

It was after eleven when they parted company. Helga was slightly miffed Drew hadn’t offered to see her to her cabin. Perhaps he thought the offer would be perceived as being too forward. She knew her cabin was on the Main Deck but was unsure which way to turn after getting off the elevator. This is simple enough, she thought. The cabin numbers are on the doors and on the keys. She opened her purse and rummaged through it, unable to find the key. She felt the first flush of panic and forced herself to slowly take out each item from her small black evening purse. Her key wasn’t there. A middle-aged couple got off the elevator, looked at her curiously, the man muttering a quiet good night, as they passed her. She started after them, anxious for any human contact and stopped, feeling embarrassed.

“May I help you madam?” She jumped, startled by the voice. She hadn’t heard the steward coming down the corridor from the other direction.

“Yes, thank you,” she said assertively to hide her relief at being rescued. “I seem to have lost my key and I don’t remember my room number.”

“No problem. Madam. Please give me your name and I will call the Concierge.”

“Mrs. Helga Fessler,” she said, standing up straighter and putting her hand in her jacket pocket. She felt the brass key with her fingers as the steward dialed a number on his cell phone. She wanted to flee to the sanctuary of her cabin, regardless of the embarrassment.

“Oh. Here it is in my pocket. I’ve had it all along. I thought it was in my purse.” She showed it to him, seeing what she thought was bemused sympathy in his eyes.

“DA 2548,” he said. “It’s right this way,” he pointed down the hall in the direction the middle-aged couple had gone. “Would you like me to walk you to your room?”

She was going to say it wouldn’t be necessary, but she was seized with the fear that she may not find it, or the key wouldn’t work, and then what.

“Yes, please. I would appreciate that,” she said in what she thought was a nonchalant but haughty tone.

At her cabin, he politely took the key from her, opened the door, handed her back the key and wished her goodnight. She closed the door and leaned against it, angry at the thought that tonight, in the stewards’ quarters, he would amuse his friends with a story of the forgetful old lady who didn’t even know where she was. His politeness masked his insolence and disdain. She was sure of it. It had spoiled her nice evening with Drew.

She slept fitfully, her sleep disturbed by the sense she had something to do. Sometime after 4:30 she gave up, turned on the lights and wrapped the thick terry cloth bathrobe with the Holland American logo in deep blue over her thin nightgown and unpacked and repacked the dresser. Next, she took down her jewelry case, smiling to herself for remembering where the key was, and laid out the jewelry on the bed, rings first, then earrings, bracelets, brooches and last, necklaces. It was all there. She put everything back in their red cushioned little compartments, locked the case, made sure the zippered side pouch was closed and lay down on the bed, with the lights on. She felt better. All she had to do was establish a routine, an order to this cruise, and she would be fine.

The next morning, she enjoyed her bridge game with Drew as her partner. She was the superior player. She played just well enough so as not to outshine him. A woman should not embarrass a man in competitive games, her mother had always said. She knew, from her marriage, how important it was not to damage a man’s ego. Drew invited her to lunch and regaled her with stories of behind the scenes details of President Clinton’s visit to Vienna. That afternoon she made an appointment for a deep massage at the Spa. At dinner she asked him if he had ever been to the spas at Karlsbad. When he replied he had not, it was her turn to describe the level of luxury of the Empress Elizabeth Spa, named for the wife of Emperor Franz Joseph of the Austrian Hungarian Empire, and how only the finest people went there. Regretfully, she added, it had deteriorated with the influx of nouveaux riche Russians, their hair so obviously died red or orange, and other eastern European women who ignorantly thought the thermal waters made them younger, when all it did was help with arthritis. He gallantly responded that a woman as lovely as Helga surely had no need for such treatment.

The facial, the late dinner accompanied by wine, and the pleasure of a charming, cultured escort did not assuage her unease at night. She awoke again, in the early morning hours before daybreak, and succumbed to the compulsion to make sure her things were all there. As on the first night at sea, she unpacked and repacked her dresser and examined her jewelry case to make sure nothing was missing.

At Ketchikan, she and Drew attended the lecture by a U.S. Forest Service naturalist but to her surprise, Drew declined to go ashore for a tour of the town. She attached herself to several single women from the Amsterdam and visited the Ketchikan Historical Museum, where she was bored but went through the motions. The Totem Heritage center was initially interesting but she had never understood American Indian culture or art and had no inclination now to learn more about it. She browsed in the gift shop and bought a medium sized totem pole replica for Josh, thinking he would like it.

That night, at dinner, Drew apologized for leaving her on her own, assuring her he would much preferred to spend the time with her and blaming his absence to an unspecified health problem. She graciously accepted his excuse, expressed concern for his health while not expecting any more details, and steered the conversation back to the familiar and more pleasant subject of Austria. He entertained her with a story of his week long stay, many years ago, in Grundelsee at the mountain top retreat of a retired American Ambassador married to an Austrian Rothschild. Helga was enthralled with the description of the home, the expensive rugs and artwork, the panoramic view from the dining room, the hardwood floors and the two very well behaved, grey Weimareners. She also had vacationed in Grunsdelsee with her husband, she said, but of course they had not visited the Baroness Rothschild, she added quickly.

When they docked in Sitka, Drew accompanied her down the gangplank and suggested they hire a taxi to tour the town. At each stop, he held the cab door for her, and she felt herself propelled back in time to an era when good manners and courtly behavior were the norm. They went to St. Michael the Archangel’s Cathedral, a remnant from the time of the Russian’s presence in Alaska.

“Do you think Alaska would be more cultured if the Russians had stayed?” Helga asked him, as they walked up the Cathedral steps.

He stopped to catch his breath and shook his head. “No more than Siberia,” he said curtly. She heard the condescending, dismissive tone in his voice. It reminded her of her husband’s way of speaking to her when he thought she had asked a stupid question and was restrained enough not to berate her publicly. Over the years, she had learned not to react to her husband’s slights and public humiliations. She had sacrificed her happiness for Eleanor. To give her the proper family environment, the appearance of normalcy. To avoid the shame of divorced parents. Well, she thought, hooking her arm into Drew’s and slowing her pace to match his. She owed this man nothing. She would show him tomorrow at the bridge table the price to be paid for speaking to her like that.

The night before arriving at Juneau, the Captain hosted a grand Alaskan Seafood Buffet on the Lido Deck. Salmon grilled on cedar planks, steamed King Crab legs, served with melted butter, tomato based rockfish chowder, halibut broiled with parsley and lemon wedges, and incongruously, reindeer chili and venison steaks. Helga sat with Drew near the Captain’s table, limiting herself to salmon and a small round venison steak, enjoying the gala atmosphere, the toasts, the wine, and Drew’s gallant attention.

“Remember the venison at that restaurant near the Opera House. They served it only when it was in season with priselbern. It was so tender. Do you remember the name of that place, Drew? I am getting so forgetful lately.” She looked at him for help.

“There was a restaurant on Prinz Eugen Strasse. I can visualize the dining room but blessed if I can remember the name.” He paused, rubbing his temples, making a show of trying to massage the answer from within. “There was a mounted head of a huge elk at one end, which made the racks of the deer seem puny, and some ferocious looking boars on the side walls. I remember the maitre d’. He had a round face, with mutton chop whiskers and a mustache that would have made a Sergeant Major proud. A plump man. You could see the shirt buttons bulging under his jacket. A nice enough fellow who seemed to partake of too much of the spaetzle and red cabbage. It’s been years since I was there.”

That was not the restaurant she had been thinking of. She remembered it as having an understated air of elegance, not the hale, blustering atmosphere of a men’s club. “That may be the one,” she said smiling at him, deploying her ingrained manner of making men feel they knew everything, were in control and superior. It was an automatic part of her arsenal of charm. He beamed back at her, proud he had conjured up the restaurant’s details to compensate for her failure to remember the name. She noticed the beads of sweat on his forehead and a sudden paleness of his complexion.

“I’m sorry my dear Helga. You must excuse me. Perhaps something I ate tonight did not agree with me.” He stood up abruptly. “I must go back to my cabin.”

“Do you need help?” she asked, alarmed at his pallor.

“No. No. Everything is alright,” he said quickly. “I need to take my medicine and lie down. Don’t worry.” He waved his left hand stiffly, gesturing her not to get up. “Tomorrow morning at the embarkation point. We’ll see Juneau and the glaciers together. Be sure and dress appropriately. I don’t want you to be cold.” He walked slowly toward the exit, grasping a table once for support to steady himself, and disappeared through the door.

She resisted the impulse to follow him and sipped the remainder of the wine he had ordered, a light, bubbly Austrian Gruener Vetling. She sat at the table with others, separate and isolated from their ongoing conversations. After what she deemed a respectable length of time, she excused herself. She thought to pass by his cabin but realized she didn’t even know the number. In any event, she concluded, it would be both unseemly and presumptuous of her to do so. That night, she awoke earlier than usual, performed her comforting routine of locating her clothing and taking inventory of her jewelry, and lay down, the lights on, her eyes wide open.

She turned her head and looked at the photo of her deceased husband, gone now eight years and five months. She missed him, of course. He had been eleven years older than she when they were married. It was always unspoken between them but understood that in the normal biological sequence, he would die first and leave her alone. He had made adequate financial arrangements for her. That was not the problem. She had never, before he died, considered the consequences of being left alone.

Before his death, if she had thought about it at all, she had seen herself as she always had been, healthy, confident and independent. She still knew how to project that image. Internally, she felt herself slipping toward an abyss, gradually becoming less self assured, confused and afraid of growing old and being alone. Her fears, overwhelming at times, had coincided with Mitchell’s aunt coming to Washington. Helga’s brief visits to the Nursing Home inevitably sent her mind careening down the unwanted path of her own bleak future. She lay there on the bed, in the warm comfort of the bathrobe, submissively visualizing what she would look like in later years. She had always been careful of her appearance. At age 76, she continued to dye her hair so it was still the dark black color in the photographs of her youth. But instead of being carefree it was lacquered, capable of withstanding a strong wind, so that when she came in from outside, every hair was still in place. She bought herself new clothes every year. She despised women who wore the same outfits for every occasion, until they looked threadbare and worn out themselves. It never occurred to her that they might have done so to save money, not because they liked looking shabby. While she was well groomed and vigorously active, now she sometimes saw herself as Helen and the old women at the Hebrew Home, white-haired, unkempt, wearing mismatched and food stained clothing, drooling, mumbling to themselves, shuffling aimlessly down the same antiseptic smelling halls, or even worse, dependent on someone to push their wheelchairs from one room to the next.

Sometimes, she worried she would fall and break her hip, like her mother had. It would be the beginning of her end. She would be unable to walk or drive and would be placed, only temporarily, she could imagine Eleanor saying, in a rehabilitation center. She knew she would never get her independence back. But why would she be in a nursing home? She could live with her daughter, Mitchell and the children. She tossed her head on the pillow, silently mouthing the words, no, no, no, as if she was arguing, pleading with Eleanor, not to put her away. This was her real fear, a deep, painful gnawing from within. The realization that her only daughter, the child she had carried, nursed and protected, the one she had sacrificed her happiness for, would not let her own mother live out her few remaining years in happiness in her daughter’s home. She could see Eleanor resolutely rejecting her tearful pleas, telling her not to be so melodramatic, hardening her heart against her own mother. She would say it was for Helga’s own good but Eleanor meant it was better for her. How could her daughter be so cruel? She asked herself, what had she done in her life, her life devoted to her only child, to deserve this?

She could clearly imagine herself, forced into the Nursing Home, ending her days abandoned by Eleanor and the family. Or at most, their visiting on Saturdays, begrudging her the brief few hours away from their friends and active social lives. Occasionally, she saw them granting her the privilege of being invited to the house for dinner. Then, on the High Holidays Eleanor would parade her into Temple, to show what a caring, devoted daughter she was. No, she said out loud. She would not permit it to happen. She would resist it with every fiber of her being. Eleanor must be made to recognize her duty to her mother.

She rose with renewed determination, having fought the fight for her future in her mind and won. She was surprised by the sunlight outside. She would barely have time to shower, dress and have a light breakfast before the tour buses came to take them to Juneau.

When Helga arrived, the crowd of passengers at the gangplank had thinned out to perhaps one more busload. Drew was not there. She was certain he would not have left without her. He was too much of a gentleman to do that.

“Mrs. Fessler?,” the man asked. “May I speak with you privately?”

He motioned to a bench away from the remaining passengers. “I’m the Amsterdam’s doctor, Dr. Parsons. Mr. Maitland told me you’d be waiting for him.”

“Oh dear. Is he alright?” she said clutching her purse in her lap.

“It’s not life threatening. He has a pacemaker which was malfunctioning and causing his heart to beat irregularly. We had to move him early this morning from the ship to the Bartlett Regional Hospital. If they are able to correct his pacemaker, they will keep him overnight for observation. If they can’t, he probably will be medivacked to Seattle. Either way, he will not be returning to the Amsterdam. He asked me to convey his regrets. He insisted that I do so in person.”

Dr. Parsons stood up. Helga, in a daze, politely thanked him for his consideration. She joined the waiting passengers on the wharf and boarded the bus, choosing to sit next to a woman, who promptly introduced herself as Mrs. Ernestine Blanchard from Detroit.

“You can call me Ernie. Everyone does,” she said and she launched into a nonstop monologue about being widowed for four years, this was her first cruise ever, she loved the food on board, hadn’t the Alaskan Seafood Buffet been spectacular, the trip to the wilds of Alaska was such an adventure, and how brave she was, and Helga too, in taking this voyage on their own.

Helga realized sadly, it had just been last night when she and Drew had been at the Buffet. She didn’t even have an address to write him. Perhaps, the Social Director would be kind enough to give it to her. After all, he had placed them together at the beginning of the voyage. She stoically endured Ernie’s endless chatter for the rest of the day, during the ride to Mendenhall Glacier, the short hike to the Glacier’s edge, the salmon bake for lunch, the cannery tour and visit to the Last Chance Mines Museum, and on the bus back to the Amsterdam. Her respite came when Ernie invited Helga to join her, and some other women, for dinner at 6 pm. Helga declined, saying she had signed up for the later seating and preferred it that way.

She continued to play bridge in the mornings, with a series of mediocre partners, most of them women, who were usually better than the occasional male passenger who joined them. Ernie latched on to her like a leech. Helga ate lunch with her, and her circle of widows, daily, all of whom she found pedestrian and boring. In the afternoons, when there were no shore activities, she strolled the Lido Deck, went to an art auction or took in a movie, had a coffee in the café where she had sat with Drew, and wrote postcards to friends and neighbors back in Silver Spring. She enjoyed the day long cruise on Glacier Bay, the cool crisp air in the morning, the thunderous noise of calving icebergs, the excitement of seeing whales breaching close to the ship, the hearty chili for lunch, the brown bears foraging along the rocky shore, observed through binoculars from the safety on deck. She had always enjoyed the nature, as her husband had called it. When they vacationed in Vienna in the early 70s, together they had taken day long walks in the Vienna Woods, interrupted by pleasant lunches in fine cafes overlooking flowering meadows, surrounded by spruce and pine. Helga sighed, for once not caring who observed her. At this stage of her life, such walks would be too taxing.

She was thankful she had opted for the additional three day extension of the cruise. She parted company with Ernie, managing to sound sincere that she was sad to be leaving and how much she had enjoyed their time together. Helga disembarked in Vancouver. Her hotel room overlooked Stanley Park. That first night, eating alone in a restaurant recommended by the concierge, she realized how pleasant it was to be on her own. She returned to her room, removed a brandy from the mini-bar, watched some television and slept until the wakeup call. She had not unpacked her suitcases, reasoning there was no need to, if she was boarding the Whistler Mountain Train the next morning. That explained, she thought to herself, why she hadn’t awakened to rearrange her clothing, as she had done every night on board the Amsterdam. The train ride along the coast, the fresh mountain air of Whistler, the atmosphere of the ski resort in summer, all refreshed her and renewed her spirits. In a way, it reminded her of Austria, Innsbruck perhaps with a hint of Grundelsee. Poor Drew, she thought. It would have been nice to share this with him.

She took short walks by herself, on mostly flat, well marked trails, stopping often to smell the evergreens and listen to the birds. The mountains, the trees, an occasional glimpse of high snow topped peaks, a crispness to the air at night and a pleasant warming of the sun by mid-morning on the patio of a café, this is what she adored. As she browsed in one of the more upscale stores, shopping for additions to Amy’s charm bracelet, she vowed to vacation in some mountain resort at least once a year. Maybe even convince Eleanor and the family to take a vacation in Austria. If not, she could go by herself to Colorado or the Canadian Rockies, somewhere civilized and not too rough. A place to rejuvenate her spirits and restore her equilibrium.

On the motor coach ride down the coast to Vancouver, Helga thought of how to approach her daughter about not putting her away in a nursing home. Why have such fears right now? She had time. At 76, she was healthier than many women in her apartment building who were not even 65. Her mother had been in good health until her mid 80s. In ten years, both Amy and Josh would be away at college, Eleanor may even have retired from her job while Mitchell continued in his. It would be much easier for Eleanor to devote her time to her mother, she reasoned. Helga decided her best strategy was to be patient. Time would work in her favor. In the end, her daughter would recognize her duty and welcome Helga into her home. She always said that Eleanor and Mitch were a team. She would have to work on her son in law as well. They would both come around. They would not place her in a nursing home when they had a large, comfortable and conveniently empty house. That would be the way it would be. She felt better having reached this conclusion.

The motor coach delivered her to another Holland American Line ship at the dock, a smaller vessel, but luxurious enough. She was glad it was not the Amsterdam with the sad memories of Drew and the boring ones with Ernie. The night voyage was uneventful and she disembarked in Seattle, to be met by the family, all excitedly waving, the children shouting to get her attention and rushing forward to hug her, Eleanor and Mitch following behind, looking tanned, relaxed and happy.

“How was the cruise, mother?” Ell asked. “Did you enjoy it.”

“It was fantastic. Beautiful. You can’t imagine the luxury. And such scenery,” she said kissing Eleanor. “Mitchell,” she said planting a hard kiss on his cheek. “You are the best. To have invited me along and planned everything so well. I know you’ve arranged for dinner. I want to hear everything about your trip. Then, I’ll tell you about mine.”
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Chapter Seventeen
 

Mitch finished washing the pan he had used to broil fish for dinner and glanced over at the digital oven clock. It read 8:37. He turned the pan over and placed it in the drying rack next to the sink. Eleanor should be landing about now, coming back from her conference in St. Louis. Every September, APPLE convened a policy conference in some mid-west location, avoiding the pricey resort cities of Florida, Arizona and California, both to make a statement and to save money. Mitch had pointed out that it would be cheaper if they met every year in Las Vegas. His wife’s response had been to threaten him with bodily harm if he ever proposed that to APPLE’s Executive Director. Las Vegas was her least favorite city in the U.S., she said. Even though air fares were generally cheaper and there were plenty of hotel bargain packages, she didn’t want to go there for annual conferences.

Right on cue, the phone rang. “We’ve landed,” she said cheerfully. “Still taxing though. I have to get my bag and catch a cab. Should be home around 9:30. How are the kids?”

“Well, I managed not to starve them to death for the four days you’ve been gone. And they are doing something no other kids in the entire Washington metro area are doing.”

“Let me guess. They’re doing their laundry.”

“No.” Mitch replied. “Josh is looking up the Treaty of Paris and…”

“Is he that far behind?” she interrupted, her tone annoyed. “Last week he was supposed to be studying the Civil War.”

“Take it easy Ell. It’s for extra credit. Izzy mentioned last Sunday that it was the 200 and twenty something anniversary of the signing of the Treaty of Paris. September 3rd. He asked Josh if he knew how long it was before Congress ratified it.

Josh looked it up and decided, on his own I might add, to write a report for extra credit for Mr. Randolph’s class.”

“Oh. That’s good. And Amy? Let me guess. She’s cleaning up her room.”

“Not even close. You know how she and Mariam are friends on Facebook? Mariam wrote an entry about a wedding she and her mother went to. Remember, in March? Amy wanted to know what it was like. Believe it or not, our daughter is watching a video of that Somali wedding on You Tube. Who knew they posted such things?”

“Wow, I’m impressed. Hey, we’re at the gate. See you soon. Love you.”

“I’ll try to get the dancing girls out of our bedroom before you get home. Love ya too.”

He went upstairs, poked his head in Amy and Josh’s rooms to tell them their mother had landed, brushed his teeth and went back downstairs. He finished reading an article on employee furloughs in the auto industry. The living room smelled funny. He went into the kitchen, where the unpleasant odor was stronger. It must be the paper the fish had been wrapped in. He carried the trash with the offending paper out to the big green garbage container the city provided all home owners. Oliver followed him outside, marked the corner of the fence on the driveway, sniffed the night air and, on command, came back inside.

“Dad,” Amy yelled from upstairs. “Someone’s on the line for you. I told them you’d be right back.”

Mitch walked into the kitchen, wondering who would be calling now. “I’ve got it,” he said to Amy, and waited for her to hang up the upstairs phone.

“Mr. Farber?”

“Yes.”

“This is Lauren Davenport. I’m the night nurse at the Hebrew Home. I’m sorry but your aunt collapsed about thirty minutes ago. We’ve taken her to Georgetown Hospital.”

“Oh, God. What happened?”

“One of the CNAs had helped her shower and was taking her to bed when Mrs. Plonsker went limp. Sort of like fainting. When she didn’t come out of it, we rushed her to the Hospital. Do you need directions?”

“No. It’s on Reservoir Road, right?”

“Yes.” There was a pause at the other end. “I’m sorry Mr. Farber. I hope she recovers.”

“Yeah, thanks.” He went back upstairs and told Amy and Josh. “When mom gets home, we’ll have to go to the hospital.”

“I don’t want to go,” Josh said. “What if she’s dying?”

“I meant mom and I would go. She’s not dying,” he said, unsure whether that was true or not. “She collapsed. Hopefully, it’s nothing serious. We’ll be back in an hour or so.” He heard Ell opening the door downstairs. “Hi, hon. We’re upstairs.”

Eleanor came into Amy’s room, her expression of happiness to be home with her family, changing to concern when Mitch told her Aunt Helen was at Georgetown Hospital. “You up to coming with me?”

“Of course. What about Amy and Josh?”

“They can stay home by themselves. They’re old enough. All we’re going to do is look in on her and talk to the doctor. We won’t be gone long.”

Eleanor reluctantly agreed. “All right. Josh. Listen to me. Amy is in charge. No teasing or fighting. Amy, lock the front door behind us. If you have to walk Oliver, both of you go. Make sure you take the key and your cell phone. Don’t open the door to anyone and call us if you need to. Dad and I will both have our cell phones. Ok?” She kissed them both, stopped in the doorway and wagged her finger at Josh. “Remember, no fighting.”

“Amy,” Mitch said sternly, poking his head back in her room, after Ell had left. “Remember. Keep the lions away from our flock of sheep,” and winked at her.

“Yeah, dad.” She grinned back at him. “And if a tornado hits, Josh and I will take Oliver to the basement.”

“Good girl.” He gave her a thumbs up.

“They’ll be all right, don’t you think?” Eleanor said as they drove away from the house.

“Of course they will. They’re growing up. Don’t be so hard on Josh. He’s coming along.”

Mitch parked on the street level of the Emergency Room’s two floor garage, finding an open spot in the corner, at the end of the first lane. They walked into the glaring lights of the reception area, inquired at the desk and were instructed to take the elevator to the Intensive Care Unit. As soon as they came through the inward opening automatic doors, they saw Aunt Helen through the three quarter length window of her room. She seemed so tiny in the large bed, a thin stick of a human body, hemmed in by chrome bedrails and hooked up to monitors.

“You can go in,” the duty nurse said. “I’ll page the doctor and tell him you’re here.”

His aunt had an oxygen tube in her nose. One screen displayed a regular up and down series of peaks. He assumed this was her heart beat. It looked like the ones he had seen on ER. There was a continuous read out of her blood pressure. As he watched it, the numbers fluctuated. He didn’t know whether the range was good or bad and he didn’t know what the other screens were for. He bent down and took Aunt Helen’s hand. It was freezing. He covered it with the blanket and held on to her wrist through the thin white fabric.

“Aunt Helen,” he said softly. He repeated her name. There was no reaction. He was conscious of Eleanor, standing behind him, gently rubbing his shoulder. “Why do they keep these rooms so cold?” he asked. “You could hang meat in here.”

“It helps to avoid infections,” a voice said from the doorway. “Hello. I’m Dr. Teitelbaum.” Mitch stood up and introduced himself and Eleanor. The doctor’s clean shaven face was tanned, he looked physically fit, not muscular from working with weights, but from playing squash or rowing regularly. He had a stethoscope protruding from the hip pocket of his white hospital jacket. A pair of glasses were pushed up high on his forehead. He held a clipboard and chart in one hand. The most startling aspect of his appearance was a yarmulke, a multi-colored, handmade crocheted circle perched on the back of his head. His short curly black hair peeked out from the edges.

Mitch couldn’t help himself staring at the yarmulke.

“What’s the matter, Mr. Farber? Haven’t you ever met a Jewish doctor before?” he said, his eyes betraying his amusement at Mitch’s confusion.

“No. I mean yes. Yes, I have. It’s just that …”

Dr. Teitelbaum completed Mitch’s thought. “You assumed that Georgetown Hospital, being attached to a Jesuit University would have only Catholic doctors. Not true, Mr. Farber. They have all types of doctors here, even Jews like me. Does it make you feel better that I’m treating your aunt?” he asked, raising his eyebrows quizzically.

“Yes. No. Not at all. I mean I don’t care about your religion” he said, his voice trailing off.

Dr. Teitelbaum chuckled. “Don’t worry about it, Mr. Farber. You should see how confused family members of Catholic patients get. Now, let me tell you about your aunt. Do you want to stay here, or should be go somewhere else.”

Mitch glanced at Ell, who took his hand. “We’d rather stay here. With her,” he said, looked at Aunt Helen’s frail figure.

“That’s fine. Ok, let me tell you what we know so far. In nontechnical language, she’s had a stroke. That means there’s neurological damage that could have been caused by a thrombosis, that is blockage of an artery going to the brain. That could be from arteriosclerosis. Your aunt’s not a young woman. How old is she, 85?” He put his glasses on and scanned her chart. “Yeah. 1919. Or a clot broke off from somewhere else in her body and lodged in her brain. Or it could be an hemorrhagic event, like an aneurism where some vessel bursts in the brain. At this point, we don’t know the cause. Blockage or bleeding. It also could be a coronary. A heart attack. The brain is denied blood and therefore oxygen for several minutes. We do know she has neurological damage and is in a coma. With me so far?”

Mitch nodded and held Ell’s hand tightly.

“Good,” Dr. Teitelbaum continued. “Here’s what we’ve done. First, we’ve stabilized her. She has an automatic cuff to monitor her blood pressure and heart, she’s getting oxygen and an IV to keep her hydrated and to give her some nourishment and medicine if necessary.” He looked at the chart again. “After she was brought in, we tested her for reactivity.”

“What’s that mean?” Mitch asked.

“It’s the first step in assessing what the damage is. Her pupils are not responding to light. There’s no response to muscle stimuli. She is breathing regularly on her own and her lungs are clear of fluid, which is good. We need to do some tests. I’d go first with an MRI. It would be nice to know if there was bleeding and where in the brain. We can hope that the bleeding stops. If it does, there’s a better chance the brain will recover. An MRI would also tell us if there is a blockage and where that is. If there is little or no improvement in 24 to 48 hours, we’d run an EEG.”

“Which is?” Mitch asked.

“An electroencephalogram. It shows whether or not there is any brain activity.”

“And if there isn’t any?”

“It means your Aunt is brain dead,” he said bluntly. “It’s possible, but unlikely that if there is swelling in the brain, and if that swelling subsides, she might get some functions back. I have to tell you, the odds are not good given her age. But patients can surprise us.”

Mitch licked his lips. It was dry in the room. “If she’s brain dead,” he said quietly, “that means she can continue to live, I mean exist, until something else happens.”

“Yup, that’s right. Remember the Terry Schiavo case?”

Mitch nodded.

“That’s an extreme example. Your aunt could continue on in a deep coma, with a feeding tube and no responsiveness to any stimuli. For the next day or two, we’ll keep her here in ICU and watch her. I need your permission to do the MRI and some other non-invasive tests. I’ll let you know the results and then we’ll talk some more. At that point you can decide whether to do the EEG.”

“Ok,” Mitch said. “Thanks for explaining things in understandable English. Can we stay with her a little more?”

“Sure. You can stay as long as you like. There are no restrictions on visiting here. May I ask you a question Mr. Farber?” Mitch nodded.

“Does your aunt have a living will?”

“No,” Mitch said. “She was incompetent when I moved her down from New London. There was no way we could have executed one this past year.”

“Hmm,” Dr. Teitelbaum said, tapping his pen on the chart. “That’s unfortunate. If she remains in a deep coma, which I would say is more likely than not, we would discharge her from here, either back to the Nursing Home or to a hospice. Someone will have to make the decision about what kind of life support she should have. Are you her only relatives?”

“No. There’s also my sister. That’s it.”

“Well, I can only advise you medically. You might want to think about quality of life issues. Maybe discuss it with your Rabbi. In the short term, let’s see how things develop over the next few days.” He reached out and shook Mitch’s hand. “Feel free to visit her anytime and if you call, they’ll page me. Nice to have met both of you,” turning to leave. “Sorry it was under such circumstances.”

“It’s always under such circumstances for him,” Ell observed, after Dr. Teitelbaum had left.

Mitch returned to Aunt Helen’s bedside. He called her name twice but there was no response. He reached under the blanket and held her hand in his, warming it, feeling her cold boney fingers move in his palm. “Ell. She’s responding,” he said enthusiastically. “You try.” Eleanor went to the other side and took Aunt Helen’s other hand in hers.

“With me too.” She smiled across the bed at him.

“Doesn’t this mean she’s reacting to touch?” he said hopefully.

“I don’t know what it means, Mitch. Maybe she’ll be more responsive tomorrow. But don’t let’s get our hopes up.”

They stood on either side of the bed, each of them massaging one of Aunt Helen’s hands, Mitch willing his aunt to open her eyes, recognize him and speak his name. It didn’t happen. “We should go,” Ell said. “It’s been about an hour.” Mitch knew she was anxious about leaving the kids alone at home. He reluctantly let go of his aunt’s fingers. They stopped at the nurse’s station. Mitch signed the MRI authorization and made sure they had their home and cell phone numbers. He asked them to cover Aunt Helen with another blanket. No reason for her to be cold even if the room was.

They emerged from the brightly lit lobby into total darkness. The tall silver colored street lamps that lined the lane to the garage and the sidewalk to the Emergency Room were out. The only glimmer, through the octagonal cinderblock wall came from headlights of a few cars lined up to exit the garage. Eleanor stepped gingerly and took his arm for support as they walked to the garage entrance. It was pitch black beyond the last car waiting in line. He took out the remote key and pushed the yellow button. The interior lights of the Taurus beckoned to them reassuringly from the corner.

“What do you think happened?” Ell asked him.

“Probably a power failure. The hospital either isn’t affected or has an auxiliary generator. Let’s get in the car.” He backed the wagon out and pulled in behind the last car in line. None of them had moved since he and Ell had entered the garage.

“Now what,” she asked anxiously.

“I’ll take a look,” Mitch said getting out and walking down the line of idling vehicles toward the exit.

“I’m going to phone the children,” she called after him, through the open window.

When Mitch got to the cashier’s booth, the problem was obvious. The cash register and the controls to lift the exit arm were both electronically operated. The lot attendant was standing outside her booth. Her flashlight lay on the open window, its beam shining on the closed gate. She was a short woman with her hair braided in rows, in an Atlantic Garage jacket, with a plastic nameplate identifying her as Nazrit. She had called Hospital Security, she said, but there was nothing she could do until the power came back on. Some driver in line hit his horn, sounding a series of annoying long blasts.

“That’ll help a lot,” Mitch said to Nazrit who shrugged. “Do you mind if I look at the gate arm,” Mitch asked. Nazrit gave him her flashlight. Mitch walked around the arm and tried to lift it. It moved a few inches. He saw it was attached by two large bolts to a three foot high vertical metal post.

“Is it ok if we removed the arm and left without paying,” he asked her.

“I cannot keep you prisoner here,” she said. “This is the United States of America. Not Ethiopia.” She flashed him a broad smile. “The cash register is not working anyway.”

Mitch walked back down the driver side of the line of cars, explained what the problem was and asked if anyone had a wrench in their car. He knew his wrenches would only fit the Ford’s bolts and it looked like they were smaller than those on the gate arm.

“We’re going to take the gate apart,” he said to Ell. “Kids ok?”

“Yes, but it’s getting late. We need to get home,” she said nervously. “We have to.”

“Don’t get upset, Ell. It’s going to be all right,” he said calmly. “Just a question of finding the right sized wrench. I’ll be back down at the exit. Call the kids back and tell them what’s going on. If it makes you feel better, keep talking to them on your cell.” He looked at his wife, trying to hide his own concern over her behavior and puzzled by her anxiety. Usually, she was the one who was unfazed by the unexpected.

As he approached the booth, he had to laugh. In the darkness, the scene looked like a robbery in progress. There were five men, armed with flashlights, tire irons, wrenches and hammers surrounding Nazrit, as if they were about to break into the cash register and steal the day’s proceeds.

Mitch tried two of his larger wrenches. As he suspected, they were too small.

“All of us pushing on the gate could break the arm off,” one of the others suggested.

“Let’s try to unbolt it first,” Mitch replied, recognizing the man as the driver of the BMW who had been blowing his horn.

“Try this,” one of the other men said. Mitch took the adjustable wrench from him, fitted it on the bolt and pulled up on the handle. He felt the bolt loosen and then turn more easily. “It fits. Hold the arm level,” he asked as he finished with the first bolt. One more to go.

The lower bolt didn’t budge. He shone the flashlight on it. The bolt was encased in rust. They clustered around the remaining bolt, as two security guards, cruised by in a white Dodge Neon. One of the guards acknowledged them with a half wave, as they continued past and up the hill toward the main hospital building.

“I guess this is a usual occurrence for them,” one of the other drivers snorted. “Power out and a bunch of white guys trying to break out of the garage.” Someone else laughed.

“I can’t move this,” Mitch said, stepping back. “Someone else want to try?”

One of the other drivers quietly reversed the wrench so that the handle, instead of facing the booth, now pointed in the same direction as the arm. Balancing himself on the arm, the man brought his booted foot down hard on the handle. The wrench moved and the man, having loosened the bolt, continued turning it as Mitch held the gate arm level.

“Nice thinking,” he said to the problem solver.

“It’s like using a tire iron. Sometimes your feet are better than your arms,” he replied, acknowledging Mitch’s compliment. Problem Solver helped Mitch carry the arm to the sidewalk. The others had returned to their cars, BMW impatiently gunning his engine in the third vehicle back. The woman in the passenger seat next to him was checking her appearance in the mirror on the back of the sun visor.

Eleanor was on her cell phone. “Ok, darling. Daddy’s back now. We’ll be home soon.”

“They’re ok, of course.” It was more of a statement than a question.

“I don’t know why I’m like this,” she said as Mitch drove through the now disassembled gate, waving good night to Nazrit.

“I feel that nothing bad can happen to the kids if I’m on the phone with them.”

“That’s irrational,” he said. “You’re normally not like this, Ell. So smotheringly protective. Amy’s at the stage where she wants to be in control of her own life. You can’t treat her as a little girl if you want her to become a responsible teenager.”

“You’re right. You’re right,” she said, nervously putting the cell phone in her purse. “I’m just so on edge. I was so happy to be coming home to you and the kids. I thought leaving them alone tonight, meant something bad was going to happen to them. And I know it’s not fair to you. With Aunt Helen like that. I couldn’t help myself.”

He reached over and stroked her thigh. “Want my opinion? Don’t answer that. Of course you do.” She nodded and forced a slight smile. “You’re a terrific mother, wife and professional. You’re juggling all three and when you go away on business trips, you feel guilty about leaving us.”

“No, I don’t,” she protested. “I don’t feel guilty.”

“Maybe not consciously, but subconsciously,” he insisted. “That’s just my observation. You overcompensate when you come back. You’re overly protective trying to make up for not being here as their mother.”

She was silent for a moment. “Why don’t men feel that way? You go out of town sometimes. You don’t act like this. Don’t you feel guilty? Even just a little?”

He was tempted to tell a white lie. Tell her that he regretted being away, to make her think better of herself. But he had never felt guilty about going away on his infrequent business trips.

“No, Ell, I don’t. One reason is I know you’re home with the kids. You’re a great mom. You’re going to take care of them while I’m gone. Maybe men don’t feel this way because of biology. Forget all this modern stuff about equal parenting. You carried and gave birth to Amy and Josh.” He locked his fingers in her left hand, pulled it toward him and brushed his lips across the smooth skin on the back of her hand. “And you carried the two we lost.” He couldn’t bring himself to call the miscarried fetuses, babies. God. How they had been devastated each time. “There must be a special bond between a woman and her children that a man simply can never have. First, don’t feel guilty. There’s no need. And if you have to, don’t translate it into overparenting and obsessive worrying when you come back.”

“So what can I do about it? You make it sound so easy. I have to travel for my job.”

“I’m not talking about giving up your job. You’re missing the point. It sounds harsh, and I don’t mean it that way, but the three of us do manage to survive while you’re gone. I’m a responsible father. The kids eat, do their homework, take showers, do their chores. Sure. Amy and Josh miss you.” He squeezed her fingers. “And it goes without saying that I miss you the most.”

“You can say it all you want. I like hearing that.” She held his hand in her lap.

“Look. We’re almost home. I’ll walk Oliver. Why don’t you ask Amy and Josh what happened while you were gone. Let them fill you in. They’re bursting to tell you things. Just listen and it’ll be almost as if you were here each day. And Ell, I don’t know anyone who can juggle a career with being a wife and mother as you can. You’re terrific.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t more of a help tonight with Aunt Helen,” she said sadly.

“Hey. You’re home and went with me to the hospital, even though you didn’t want to. You’ll help me decide what to do about the Hospice. You’re there for me. I can’t ask for more than that.”

“Neither can I,” she said, her eyes brimming with tears.

He walked Oliver slowly, content to let the dog set the pace. He wanted Ell to unwind, to spend time with the kids alone, unrushed and undistracted. It also was an opportunity for him to think about Aunt Helen. Poor Aunt Helen. He had gotten used to the routine with her in the Nursing Home. He realized that, despite her age, he had expected life to go on the same way, at least for another few years. Her living at the Home and coming with them on outings, celebrating the holidays together, Aunt Helen’s crazy moments, her screwy logic, the funny things she said, even her paranoia.

Now, it was coming to an abrupt end. During the past year, at the beginning when she was more lucid, he had treasured her recollections as a window into his mother’s life as a young girl. Over the past few months she had become less coherent. Her physical condition had deteriorated to the point where she could barely stand unaided. He now realized that Dr. Teitelbaum was gently pushing them down the path of preparing for Aunt Helen’s death. Her coma was probably irreversible. Once he and Ell knew that, they had to decide whether to keep her on life support. He should call Judy. It was too late tonight. He wanted her here for moral support and to participate in the decision. She’d have to come up to D.C. of course, to see Aunt Helen for herself. Molly would also be helpful, especially since Aunt Helen did not have a living will. Did they have the right to stop feeding her without it? He didn’t know. He shuddered, thinking of his aunt, as she had been tonight, living on in that condition. Oliver looked up at him, responding to the involuntary shaking of his leash. What kind of tree to plant for Aunt Helen? And where in the yard? He was back to his thoughts of almost a year ago, when she had lived with them, before she was admitted to the Nursing Home.

Maybe a weeping cherry he thought. It would represent the bitter and the sweet of her life. He could plant the tree in front of the dining room bay window. Where they would see it when they sat down as a family for meals.




  



Chapter Eighteen
 

Mitch and his sister sat in Room 318 on the third floor of the nursing home. Two days ago, Aunt Helen had returned from Georgetown to her old room. Molly had arranged it. No sense putting her in the hospice wing where no one knew her, she had said. Besides, it was easier to keep her in familiar surroundings rather than moving her things to the other wing. A high hospital bed had been wheeled in. The appropriate monitors and life lines were attached to his aunt’s even frailer looking body; oxygen, a thin, barely noticeable feeding tube through her nose, the IV for hydration. A hospice nurse, from the wing downstairs, had been assigned to visit several times a day. Amina always seemed to be checking on her, and replacing the IV when needed. Izzy dropped by, usually around noon, more to keep Mitch company than to see Aunt Helen.

Dr. Teitelbaum had called before noon the morning after their visit. The MRI revealed blockage in the carotid artery in the lower part of the brain. Mitch had excitedly told Dr. Teitelbaum about his aunt moving her fingers the night before. The doctor didn’t doubt that it had happened. Sometimes, he explained, there is residual movement in the early stages of a stroke. Following the MRI, when he had examined her, she was definitely paralyzed, although still able to breathe regularly.

Mitch had authorized the EEG. It had shown no brain activity at all. Mitch had camped out in her room during the day, working from his laptop and using his Blackberry to stay in touch with his office. He had brought their Bose CD player from home. Amy had stayed up late two nights, burning several disks of Mozart, carefully labeling them in her neat block letters, ‘Mozart’s Greatest Hits for Aunt Helen.’ His daughter had insisted that there be a bowl of oranges in her great aunt’s room. It sat on top of the dresser, giving the room a more cheery appearance and a hint of a citrus smell.

“Do you think she can hear us?” Judy asked. She was perched on the side of Aunt Helen’s bed. She didn’t wait for him to answer. “You know you can see the veins on her forehead. Her skin is so translucent now,” she said, peering closer as if she could see inside.

“I don’t know,” Mitch replied. He lounged in the wing backed armchair, watching the late afternoon shadows gradually engulf the back lawn. The sunlight was still on the bright patches of yellow and purple pansies in the beds encircling the crepe myrtles. The soothing sound of one of Mozart’s violin concertos was making him drowsy. He turned and watched Judy stroke Aunt Helen’s temples.

“The Hospice Social Worker said that subconsciously, she might recognize familiar voices even if she can’t comprehend the words. The same thing with music. If it’s the kind of music she liked while,” he almost said ‘alive’, “she could hear normally, somewhere it’ll strike an inner chord. Sorry, no pun intended. And be comforting to her.”

Judy ignored his comment and moved toward the end of the bed and held Aunt Helen’s foot through the blanket. “I’m glad I came, Mitch. They’ll just have to manage without me. That’s all there is to it.”

He had noticed a change in her yesterday. He had met her at the baggage claim carousel at National Airport. She looked different to him, not as severe as in April. As she walked beside him to the US Air hourly parking lot, he noticed that everything was a bit more stylish about her. Her hair was no longer parted in the middle, but was cut in a way which made her face more welcoming. She wore a three quarter length black jacket with a colorful embroidered flower pattern, over a white blouse and dark tan slacks. Her shoes, while sensible looked more comfortable than clunky. The conversation in the car on the twenty or so minute ride home, while not substantive still contained little nuggets of her changed emotional terrain. She was taking yoga, she said, not just for coordination but to attain better control over her emotions. Become more peaceful with her thoughts, was the way she had put it. Eleanor, who Mitch had never heard insincerely praise another woman’s looks to her face, complimented Judy on her clothes and haircut.

Must be something to it, Mitch thought, trusting to his wife’s honesty and judgment.

“I couldn’t make this decision without you.” He stared out the window, thinking this was a view Aunt Helen would never see again. What a silly, maudlin thought, he said to himself. He wouldn’t either. She’ll be dead and he wouldn’t be coming to the Nursing Home anymore.

“Whatever we decide, it should be what we think Aunt Helen would have wanted,” Judy said. “You’ve been closer to her this past year. So you’d know better.” She walked to the head of the bed again careful not to disturb the monitor lines, bent down and stroked Aunt Helen’s white hair. “She had such beautiful hair when she was younger. Mom once told me she was envious of it.”

“I don’t have any special insights, just because I’ve been here more than you have.” He didn’t want it to sound like he was doing a guilt trip on her. “She didn’t tell me anything this last year about what to do if she was…” His voice trailed off. “ended up in a coma,” he added. “She wasn’t with it most of the time anyway.”

“So we’re on our own,” Judy said, more as a conclusion than a question.

“We both know she lived most of her life by herself. See that wolf painting?” He pointed to the wall. Judy nodded. “Molly, Ms. Bernstein, called Aunt Helen her lone wolf shortly after I brought her here. I can’t see her wanting to live like this.” He waved vaguely toward the bed, the wires, the monitors, the clear plastic bag dripping liquid sustenance through the narrow tube that disappeared under the blanket into his aunt’s thin vein. “She’s gone from us already. Her mind’s gone, she can’t talk, she can’t swallow, she hasn’t opened her eyes since the stroke. She’s still breathing on her own and she’s bed ridden. That’s it. Judy?”

He waited for her to respond. His sister continued to gently push her fingers through Aunt Helen’s hair. “You talked to the Rabbi?”

“I did. After Dr. Teitelbaum told me she was brain dead. Rabbi Silver came by on Tuesday. We talked. He said, for the Orthodox, brain dead is not the end of life. Just like brain activity is not the beginning. I told him Aunt Helen wasn’t Orthodox. Do you ever remember her belonging to a Temple in New London?” he asked his sister.

“I don’t remember her being religious at all. I mean she sometimes celebrated Passover with us in New York, when we were kids. That was it,” his sister replied.

“The Rabbi’s advice is that since our Temple is a Reform Congregation and we, meaning you and me are Reform Jews, it is morally acceptable to remove a loved one from life support, if,” he paused waiting for Judy to focus on him. She turned but kept her hand on their aunt’s forehead. “if we believe that’s what she would want us to do.”

Judy didn’t answer. The only sounds in the room were clarinet music on Amy’s Mozart disk and the steady beeping of a monitor.

“So, Judy,” he asked quietly. “Do we ask them to remove the feeding tube?”

His sister didn’t respond immediately. “I remember her visiting just after you were born,” Judy said. “Mom just wasn’t herself. She cried for no reason. She said she was worried that she hadn’t had an infant around the house for nine years and didn’t know what to do. She was afraid to carry you while she walked, afraid that she would drop you. She lay in bed for most of the day. Pop couldn’t help because he was at work and he didn’t understand why mom wasn’t her usual upbeat and cheery self. Aunt Helen stayed for several days to help out. You know she taught me how to change your diapers.” Judy seemed lost in her recollections. “I think she came to New York for the next several weekends. To make sure mom was fine. Once, several years later, after my own son was born, I had post partum depression. Mom was down visiting me in Charlotte. She told me how she had felt after you were born. The way she described it, her case was far more severe than anything I was experiencing. She told me then, it had been Aunt Helen who had saved her from herself. This tiny little woman, who never had children of her own.”

It had gotten dark in the rest of the room. Mitch switched on the floor lamp next to the armchair and the light on the dresser. He sat down on the bed next to his sister. Aunt Helen lay motionless under the rectangular fluorescent lamp attached to the hospital bed.

“She was a strong woman, Mitch. She fought tooth and nail to live the way she wanted to. But it’s over now. If she could speak, she’d say this is not living, being fed through a tube. Unable to see us. Or talk to us.” Judy leaned forward and kissed Aunt Helen on the forehead. “I think we should tell them to take it out.” She looked at him, her eyes watery.

“Yeah,” Mitch agreed. “That’s what I think too.” He put his arm around Judy’s shoulder. “The doctor at the Home has to certify that Aunt Helen is unlikely to come out of the coma. Once that’s done, Molly said they’d honor our instructions.”

“We’ll stay here with her, right Mitch. Together? Until the end?” She started crying. He handed her his handkerchief. She gave him a brave smile and wiped her eyes.

“Of course, we will” he said, thinking to himself that if Aunt Helen died in the middle of the night, she would die alone. He didn’t think he and Judy were going to sleep in the room with her.

“I am just checking on Helen before I leave,” Amina announced from the doorway. She immediately noticed the beeping. “This is the alert to change the IV. It is almost empty.” She quickly replaced the oblong plastic bag and made sure it was dripping. “Let me see if she is clean,” she said, as both Mitch and his sister stood up and waited in the hall. When they returned, Amina was sitting on the edge of the bed, putting cream on their aunt’s face. “It keeps her skin from cracking,” she explained.

“Amina. You’ve been so wonderful with my aunt. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“There is no need Mr. Farber. I wish I had known her sooner, when she had her hat shop. I try to see her as a woman, a businesswoman, independent, strong and healthy.” She kissed Helen’s cheek. Mitch thought he heard Amina whisper good night before she stood up.

“Do you need a ride to the Metro? Judy can stay here and I can drop you off and come back.”

“No. Thank you Mr. Farber. I will walk. It is a nice evening. Good night.”

“She’s a sweet person,” Judy said, after Amina had left, perching again on the bed and warming Aunt Helen’s hand in hers.

“We should go soon and come back after dinner.” Judy nodded but didn’t move.

“How will Amy and Josh react?” she asked.

Mitch thought about the conversation with the kids when Aunt Helen had been released from Georgetown and returned to the Home. He and Ell had sat down with them after dinner and had told them the coma was irreversible and Aunt Helen was dying. Josh had listened somberly. To Eleanor’s surprise he had asked whether it would scare Grandma because she and Aunt Helen were closer in age. Eleanor had responded that Grandpa’s death had shaken her but Grandma had been strong and resilient enough to overcome his passing.

She was in good health and had her grandchildren. While she would be sad when Aunt Helen died, she would not be afraid.

Amy had tried not to cry but was overwhelmed. With the tears running down her face, she sobbed Aunt Helen was like the matriarchal link of the family to its past and she loved her so much for what she had been through and there would be this tremendous void when she died. Mitch had held Amy in his arms as she sobbed that Aunt Helen had been through so much, it wasn’t fair that her great Aunt should die now, when she had only been with them for a year. He had told Amy the brief year had been a blessing for all of them. Amy and Josh had learned more about his mother, a grandmother they had never known, and Amy had even heard about her great grandmother. So, he told Amy, even when someone is not all there mentally, there can be surprises, little kernels of insight and knowledge, moments of humor and fun. We should be thankful we had those times with her. But she was an old lady and her body was wearing out.

Eleanor had directed Amy’s grief in a different direction, speaking frankly about Helga feeling left out of their lives on weekends, taking some of the blame herself, and urging all of them to pay more attention to Grandma when they were with her. She had said, looking at Mitch, that when old parents are set in their ways, we should try to accommodate to them instead of either arguing or ignoring them.

“No,” he responded to Judy. “We talked with the kids. They understand. They both want to come and say goodbye to her. Let’s talk to Molly and see when they’ll take out the tube. Amy and Josh will probably come tomorrow after school.” He stood up and hugged his sister. He bent down, kissed their aunt on her forehead, seeing the pale blue veins beneath the tautly stretched skin. Judy did the same, but her kiss was more like a blessing, a gesture of thanks for Aunt Helen having been who she had been.

After telling Molly of their decision, they walked to the car in silence, Mitch thinking of Ell’s comment about how they should be more attentive to Grandma. She was right, of course. Death has a way of focusing your attention on how to be a better person toward the living members of your family.

“How are things going with you?,” he asked Judy, as they moved slowly down the long driveway, the lights of the Home, winking at him in the rear view mirror.

“I’ve learned a lot since Passover, if that’s what you mean,” she replied, catching his eye as he glanced over. “I’ve learned that being alone is not the end of the world. That I can survive, that everything doesn’t revolve around Ed and what he is doing or whom he is with. I’m getting on with my life but it hasn’t been easy.” She hesitated. “I don’t know Mitch. I make decisions on my own. I can’t bounce them off anyone, like you and Eleanor can. I think I’ve made the right choice and then, when I don’t expect it, up pops the wrong reason for doing what I’ve done and I have second thoughts.”

“I’m not following you,” he said.

“Well, I got this brochure from UNC for a tour of southern Spain, with lectures by faculty members. It’s in December. I’ve always had a secret desire to learn more about that area, you know Granada, Cordoba and Seville and how Christians, Moslems and Jews got along. It could give me a better understanding about today’s events. The Middle East and all. So I signed up.”

“Good for you.”

“Yes and no. That’s what I’m trying to explain. After I sent in the deposit, I found myself thinking, I might meet someone on the trip. Someone I could get involved with.”

“So. What’s wrong with that?” Mitch asked, looking over and smiling at her. “You’re still young. And attractive.”

She snorted derisively. “I’m over 60. But that’s not the point.” she replied exasperated. “Did I sign up because I want to learn more or did I sign up to try and meet someone. I can’t live my life chasing after the right guy to fill the emptiness left by Ed.”

“Judy,” Mitch sighed. He wanted to provide wise brotherly advice. “Maybe you chose to go to Spain for both reasons. It doesn’t have to be an either or. And there’s no reason for you to make these decisions alone. You can call me. Or if it makes you feel more comfortable, call Eleanor. She’d be happy to talk to you.”

His sister waved him off. “Maybe Eleanor,” she said. “But you. You’ll always be my little brother. I can’t think of you as my sage and sober advisor. Not after I changed your diapers. And wise men don’t turn their pet snake loose in their older sister’s bedroom. I still remember that. I was studying with this boy, my senior year in high school.

“Making out with him, was more like it,” he said laughing.

“How did you know what we were doing?” Judy replied, blushing slightly.

“Judy. It was more than, what, forty five years ago. Why are you embarrassed now? I peeped through the keyhole.”

“You spying little brat. How could you?” Her face reddened.

“I guess this means that if you have a need for a sounding board, you’ll talk to Eleanor.”

“Damn right,” she said emphatically as they pulled up to the house. “Eleanor is terrific. But you know that, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do. And I thank my lucky stars every day.” He took her arm. “I’m also lucky to have you as my sister. I need you here for this.”

The next morning, he and Judy drove Eleanor to the Metro and returned to the Home. Aunt Helen was lying in the large bed, the feeding tube gone. There was only the small metallic thumb clip hooked up to the monitor, the steady graph line with its peaks and valleys and a much smaller intravenous plastic bag for administering of medicine. Painkillers, Mitch assumed.

Mitch replaced the five CDs in the Bose with others Amy had made the night before and marked in her clear small print, “More of Mozart’s Hits for My GREAT Aunt Helen”. They sat in the room, Mitch in the chair by the window, Judy by their aunt’s bedside. They reminisced about Aunt Helen and her weekend visits from New London when they were children and then about their parents, how they had aged, become infirm and died.

“I feel Mom is here with us now,” Debby said.

“Not Pop?” Their parents had been married for so long before Mom died, it was hard for him to think of them except as a couple.

“No. Even though Helen was Mom’s older sister. I know it’s foolish but I feel Mom is watching over her now.”

“It’s not foolish if it helps you get through this,” he said. “We’ve been lucky, Judy because the deaths in our family have been chronological. Our parents died when they got older. No one died before their time in a plane crash or early of some disease.”

“Mom died way too early from cancer,” Judy corrected him.

“Yeah, you’re right. But she didn’t die really young. What I’m saying is that we’re all at the age, you, me, Ell, where we assume we have another 15, 20 or 30 more years. I mean Aunt Helen’s 84. That’s another 24 years for you.”

“Is it ok to eat one of these oranges?” Judy asked.

“Sure. Amy will bring another few with her today after school.” He watched her examine several oranges before selecting one. She always had been sort of fussy about her food. “What I’m getting at is there are no guarantees. We think we have a lot more time but we may not.”

“So. The profound thought you’re about to come up with is?” She deftly peeled the orange, using her fingernail to start, until there was a continuous connected coil in the tissue on her lap. “That we have to live each day as if it’s our last, because you never know,” Judy said, answering her own question.

“No. Not that. More like, instead of waiting for Rosh Hashanah to reflect on how to be a better person, we should do it more often. Aunt Helen’s death,” he said lowering his voice as if she could hear him, and glancing over to make sure she hadn’t, “has made me think of how I treat Ell and Helga and the kids. And you. And what I should do differently.”

He was about to say something else, when Amina knocked softly. She immediately went over to the bed and felt Aunt Helen’s forehead. She unfolded a washcloth, poured water on it and wiped Helen’s lips.

“I came in to see Helen first thing this morning when I arrived,” she said in an agitated tone. “I saw the feeding tube was removed. Mr. Farber, please do not do this. I beg you. It is wrong.” Her tone was firm but she spoke softly. “I know I am not supposed to interfere in a family’s decision. I have prayed this morning. I remembered the verse from the Holy Koran. ‘A soul cannot die except by Allah’s leave. The term is fixed as by writing.’” She quoted the Koran. “Please forgive me. I do not mean to be disrespectful but I must speak out for Helen who made me feel like her sister.”

At first, Mitch didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t expected anyone outside the family to object to the removal of the feeding tube. And Amina of all people who wouldn’t want Aunt Helen to suffer.

“Amina,” Judy said. “Our mother was Helen’s younger sister. Mom told us how Helen looked after her when she was a young child. Yesterday, I was telling my brother how Helen helped mom when he was born, when mom was really depressed and wouldn’t get out of bed. This morning before you came in, I said to Mitch, I feel mom is here in this room with us, watching over Helen.” She paused, with tears in her eyes. “And us. Her children. God, I miss her so much.”

She took an embroidered handkerchief from her jacket pocket and blew her nose. Mitch moved to stand next to his sister, placing his hand on her shoulder. She reached back and placed her hand over his. “I know you love our aunt. I can see it in everything you do for her. Just as you know we love her, too. Mitch and I, the way we practice our religion, we believe that God acts through us, as human beings on earth. If Aunt Helen could have talked to us before her stroke and we asked her, would she want to continue to live attached to a feeding tube, with no hope of ever speaking again to us, or seeing us, or thinking about us, or even feeling us touch her, what would she say? Mitch and I know she would say, don’t put the feeding tube down in the first place. Let me just die in peace without suffering. She would be choosing how to die, just as she fiercely chose how to live her life the way she wanted. And God knows she had a tough life. We’re respecting her choice.”

“Amina,” Mitch said still standing, feeling Judy’s hand on top of his. “I really appreciate your telling us how you feel about Helen.” Over the course of the past year, he had never seen Amina so distraught. She twisted the washcloth in her hands. She was on the verge of crying. She stood next to the bed, hesitating, her lips moving slightly as if she was rehearsing what to say. Or maybe she was praying. He didn’t know. One of Mozart’s vaguely familiar piano concertos played softly in the background.

“Mr. Farber. Please. I should have kept my thoughts to myself,” Amina said more calmly. “This is the first time I have ever loved a resident, as I have loved your aunt.” She gripped the washcloth more tightly in her hands, realized what she was doing and almost lost her composure. She quickly put the cloth down on the stand beside the bed. “In Somalia we have a proverb,” she said, thrusting her hands into her jacket pockets. “On the day you are born, a leaf falls from a tree on the moon. It means the day of your death is determined on the day of your birth.”

“Maybe,” Judy interrupted softly, “Aunt Helen’s day is the same with or without the feeding tube.”

Amina looked at her and shrugged hopelessly. “I cannot change your decision but it is God’s will, not ours which decides our fate. The Prophet Mohamed, (peace be upon Him) has given us the word of Allah in the Holy Koran. I will include Helen in all my prayers. I will pray most fervently that she should live. I will do my best to keep her comfortable and I will make sure she is not suffering. And I will pray for you and your family.”

“Thank you, Amina,” Mitch said not knowing whether he should or could embrace her. Judy resolved his awkwardness by hugging Amina, the two women, locked together, rocking back and forth at Aunt Helen’s bedside, neither letting go of the other for a long time. Amina patted Judy on the back and his sister let her arms fall to her sides.

“I will come again in the early afternoon,” Amina said.

“What do you think Aunt Helen did to touch Amina so?” Mitch asked his sister, as they sat on the bed looking at their frail aunt. “I mean, she wasn’t coherent that often this past year. What could she have said? What kind of conversations did they have?” Sadly, he realized that if he had spent more time with her, he too might have been blessed with whatever she had said or done to bond with Amina. “I should have been here more for her,” he said regretfully.

“Now don’t you go down that road, Mitch,” Molly said, overhearing his remark as she came into the room. “You and Ell and the whole family were terrific. How are you two bearing up?”

“It’s tough but we’re managing.” Mitch decided not to mention Amina’s visit. “All we can do is reminisce about her and what she meant to us as we were growing up.” He reached for Helen’s hand under the blanket. “And wait.”

“It’s good that the two of you are here together, sitting on the bed with Helen. It makes the waiting easier.” Molly smiled sympathetically at both of them. “It also helps with the stories. One remembers something and then the other something else and pretty soon you’re even laughing about an incident. Think of those times.”

“Thanks for the pep talk,” Mitch said, not really feeling that he would laugh anytime soon.

“Izzy knew about the feeding tube being withdrawn. I’m not sure how he found out. He asked me if I thought it would be an intrusion if he came up to visit. Would it?”

“No. Not at all. He’s a dear old man,” Judy replied.

“I’ll let him know,” Molly said from the doorway. “And call me if you need anything or just want to talk.”

“You feel like reminiscing?” Judy asked, with a hint of a mischievous smile on her face. Mitch smiled back. “I don’t mind talking. Most of my memories of Aunt Helen are of her visiting mom and pop when I was growing up. Then there is this huge gap. In the next scene, I’m married to Ell, we’ve got two kids and we’re just driving through New London. What happened to the years in between?”

“Time flies,” Judy said. “We had our own lives, raising our own families. We rarely saw Aunt Helen, except for the times when she visited mom and pop for their anniversary or birthdays, when we were there too.”

“Were you still living at home when she dropped the strawberry shortcake coming in the door?”

“I don’t remember it,” Judy said. “I may have been married by then.”

“Well, she rang the bell, mom opened the door to the apartment, and somehow, loaded down with everything, the hat box, her accounts, stuff from the deli, Aunt Helen dropped this cake box. It flipped over and plopped right in front of mom’s feet. Aunt Helen handed mom the hat box and the other packages, bent down and picked up the cake and announced, “I brought you an upside down strawberry shortcake.”

Mitch smiled, seeing the whole episode in his mind. Judy grinned back at him. “Are we having a Jewish Irish Wake experience?” she asked. “You know where everyone tells funny stories about good old so and so, drinks to her memory and feels good? Because, I’m not feeling good yet.”

“That’s because Aunt Helen is still with us,” he said, holding on to their aunt’s hand. “I sure hope the hospice worker is right, that she hears the sounds of familiar voices.”

“Me too,” Judy said. “I want her to know we’re here with her, that she’s not alone.” She nudged her brother’s elbow. “Mitch, for lunch. Let’s bring the food up and eat in the room with her. Not that she’s going to die while we’re gone. I don’t want her not to hear us, even for a little while.” Mitch nodded, thinking of past lunches with Aunt Helen in the cafeteria, the noise of her slurping her coffee at the end of the meal, her smacking her lips together when she liked the way something tasted. And the tissues, always ready, tucked into her sleeves or belt.

When he returned with their lunch on a tray, he heard Judy singing. His sister always had been musical. She still played the piano. He recognized the tune before he could distinguish the words- “To Everything There is a Season.” She smiled wanly at him and continued, tears running down her cheeks, sitting on the bed singing to Aunt Helen, keeping the tune despite Mozart in the background. She held the notes of the last line, “and a time for every purpose under Heaven,” until it was no more than a whispered echo.

“Very nice, Judy” was all he could say. He was overwhelmed by the poignancy and peacefulness of the moment. It was like a carefully composed, impressionist painting of light and shadows. Their aunt, in the harsh fluorescent light, pale and barely a bulge under the white blanket tightly tucked around her, his sister, healthy and robust looking, with the warm colors of the room behind her, leaning toward their aunt, as if her proximity could infuse Helen with life.

By late afternoon, with much driving back and forth, the family was crowded together in Aunt Helen’s small room. Mitch had picked up Amy and Josh from school. He had explained to them, with the feeding tube removed, the doctors expected Aunt Helen to last another day or two. She wasn’t going to die immediately but it would be good if everyone had a chance, in their own way, to say goodbye to her. Josh had nodded somberly. Amy had fought back tears, compressing her lips together to stifle sobbing outright.

Ell had left work early and taken the Red Line to Silver Spring, walked to her mother’s apartment and driven Helga in her Buick to the Home. His mother-in-law had insisted that she wanted to come but adamantly refused to drive by herself.

He had asked Molly for extra chairs. She had sent a maintenance man up to the room with four hard-backed black plastic chairs, like the ones used for the Ellington School Concert. That seemed like years ago. Aunt Helen had been so concerned about Senator Ribicoff attending. And then she had taken the boy’s violin. He wished she was still like that, unpredictable, living in her own world, worried about anti-Semites attacking their neighborhood, but alive and responsive.

The chairs were arranged around the foot of Helen’s bed. Helga, smartly dressed as usual in one of her dark suits, was on the far left, next to Eleanor and Amy and then Josh. Judy was in her usual place on the side of the bed and Mitch leaned against the arm of the wide backed chair, tired of sitting for most of the day. Some Mozart horn piece was softly playing in the background, barely audible to him over the different subdued conversations. Judy, talking loudly across Aunt Helen, was explaining to his mother-in-law exactly what her job entailed in Charlotte. Josh was telling his mother about something that had happened in school. Mitch could see Amy was distraught.

“Come here and sit by me, sweetheart.” Amy curled her legs under her in the armchair.

“This is sooo wrong,” she hissed. “Poor Aunt Helen. She’s dying and no one is paying any attention to her.”

“It’s ok. She’s hearing human voices, our voices. The social worker said it’s comforting for her.”

“Do you really believe that daddy?” Amy said angrily. “That Aunt Helen is comforted by hearing Josh talk about his silly book report, or Aunt Judy talking to Grandma about her townhouse in Charlotte and how she walks to work?”

He put his arms around his daughter’s shoulders, caught Ell’s concerned look and shook his head. He kissed the top of Amy’s head. “Yeah, I do. When we visited Aunt Helen, remember sometimes how she seemed out of it, lost somewhere on her own.” Amy uncoiled slightly and nodded. “And we would sit there talking about things in our lives, and then she seemed to snap out of it, look at us and smile. She was just so happy that her family was there with her. It’s the same now.”

He kissed the top of her head again, smiling to himself because their daughter was blessed with Eleanor’s thick, lush hair instead of his. “Amy. Aunt Helen’s in a coma, off in her own world. But she can hear us and knows, somewhere deep inside where she is conscious, that her family, you, me, mom, Josh, Aunt Judy, all of us who love her, are here in this room.” He started, realizing that he had left out Helga. He hoped Amy hadn’t noticed.

His daughter sniffled. Mitch took his handkerchief from his back pocket, noticed that it was crumpled and looked used. He offered it to Amy anyway. His usually fastidious daughter took it without objection and blew her nose.

“Thanks daddy.” She leaned back in the chair, still sniffling. “I can’t say goodbye to her like this, with everyone around. Just talking about nothing, even if it helps Aunt Helen. Can I say goodbye to her alone. By myself?”

Mitch looked down into Amy’s face and saw his mother. It was the eyes and the way her eyebrows sat, small and slightly curved, without any artificial coaxing. “Sure you can sweetheart. Let’s just wait for the right moment. You ok?” She nodded and curled more tightly into the chair, watching the EKG monitor behind the bed. “I want to talk to your mom for a minute.” He motioned to Ell with his head.

“Is something wrong with Amy?” Eleanor asked, leaning against him in the hall.

“No. She’s just very emotional about this. It’s understandable. She wants to say goodbye to Aunt Helen alone. I told her it’s ok.”

Eleanor thought for a moment. “Ever since that interview, Amy bonded with Helen, more than I ever would have thought. These oranges are like a talisman for her, like she’s channeling your maternal line. Do you really think it’s a good idea for her to be alone in there?”

“I think it would be more traumatic for her if she didn’t have her private moment to say goodbye. Aunt Helen’s not dying now anyway. It’ll be another day or two, probably tomorrow.”

“What about Josh? We have to offer him the same chance.”

“Yeah, we will. My guess is he won’t do it. He’ll say goodbye in his own way with us in the room. I’ll talk to him.”

They went back in the room, Eleanor letting go of his hand once inside the door. Mitch went over to Josh and whispered in his ear. His son followed him into the hall. He knew his son. Josh wanted to say goodbye to Aunt Helen when they were ready to leave. He didn’t care if anyone heard what he had to say.

Around 5:30 Amina showed up to change the IV bag. They all stepped out of Helen’s room, more to stretch their legs and for a change the atmosphere than out of modesty. When they returned Amina was rubbing cream on Aunt Helen’s face, taking her time, moving from the forehead, down around the corners of the eyes, then the eyelids, cheeks, chin and neck. Mitch watched Amina’s hands, her long fingers conveying a gentle caring. They remained standing around the bed. Eleanor broke the silence. “Amy. Josh. We have to go soon. Let’s say goodbye for now, and daddy and Aunt Judy will come back after dinner. Ok.”

Josh moved to the head of the bed, his hands in his pockets. Mitch could see him nervously picking at his fingers through the pants fabric. “Goodbye Aunt Helen. I love you,” he said quickly. He backed away from the bed. Helga simply said goodnight and God Bless You, followed by Eleanor. Judy bent down and kissed Helen’s forehead. She whispered something Mitch didn’t hear. Mitch looked down at his aunt’s face, kissed her on the cheek, faintly tasting the moisturizing cream. He squeezed Amy’s shoulder, who looked like she was about to cry, and left. Amina followed him out.

“Our daughter wants to be alone with Aunt Helen,” he explained to Amina.

“Amy has a good heart,” Amina replied. “My daughter, Mariam, thinks so too.”

Mitch left Eleanor and Amina talking about the girls. He gave Josh permission to visit with Izzy and told him to wait for them in the lobby, if Izzy went to the cafeteria for dinner. He stretched his shoulders. “Boy, I’m stiff,” he said to Judy, as he arched his back. “Too much standing.”

He was aware of several things happening almost simultaneously. Later, he realized they had been sequential. There was a high pitched continuous beep. He saw Amina jerk her head up and turn toward Helen’s room at the same time he heard Amy’s elongated anguished call, “Daddy, Daddy.” He was closer to the door and rushed into the room just before Amina. Amy was standing with her hands on her cheeks, still screaming for him, her eyes on Aunt Helen. The screen of the monitor, emitting the piercing beep, showed a level line instead of the usual graph of peaks and valleys. He wrapped his arms around Amy as she turned into his chest.

“I was talking to her. Right there. She, she…” Amy stammered, “she just died. I saw it Daddy. I saw Aunt Helen die,” she sobbed. Eleanor reached around her husband’s arms and stroked Amy’s hair, shielding her from seeing Aunt Helen’s body. Mitch was aware of the music. His daughter had recorded a Mozart Mass without knowing what it was. The choral music swelled to a crescendo, the chorus singing Gloria accompanied by a full orchestra. He hurried over to the Bose and turned it off, thinking of the incongruity of Aunt Helen being sent heavenward from a Hebrew Home by a Catholic Mass.

Eleanor walked Amy, still sobbing into the hall, unsuccessfully trying to soothe her. She shook her head as Mitch mouthed the words, ‘what should I do?’

Judy gently held took Amy from Eleanor. “Amy,” she said softly. “Amy look at me. The last words Aunt Helen heard were from you, her grandniece, telling her how much you loved her, how much you’d miss her, how you would always remember her.”

Amy sobbed. “That’s what I was telling her.” How did you know?” she said between sniffling.

“Because that’s what I told my mother. When I was at her bedside. When she was dying. It’s a blessing you will always have with you, Amy. Believe me, it’s a comforting thought when you feel the loss so badly you don’t think you can bear it.”

Mitch listened to Judy, feeling tremendous sadness, not knowing whether it was for their aunt who had just died or the memories of their mother who had died so many years ago. It had been before either of their children had been born. Lillian had never known Amy or Josh. She could have given so much to give their children. Well, he sighed, Aunt Helen had helped them to know his mother. And that was indeed a blessing.
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Chapter Nineteen
 

Friday was one of those clear, mild days between Labor Day and the end of September. It was a relief after the long hazy, hot and humid weather of July and August. Not quite yet fall, but definitely no longer summer.

Mitch was comfortable wearing just his dark blue suit. Eleanor tightened his tie for him as Judy took one last look at Aunt Helen, before the funeral home attendant closed her coffin. The three of them had identified the body together. Someone had to do it. Mitch felt it was more appropriate for all of them to be in the room, he and Judy because they were Helen’s niece and nephew, and Eleanor because he and his wife simply gave each other strength. Amy and Josh were in the main chapel of the funeral home, with their grandmother and Izzy.

Rabbi Silver had agreed to conduct the service at the funeral home. There weren’t enough people to justify using Memorial Hall at the Synagogue. Some of the people Mitch worked with at DOL, a few from Ell’s office, their neighbors, Alan and Joan, and the family, he and Ell, Judy, Josh, Amy and Helga. Molly and Amina came and brought Izzy. That was it. Together, this Friday morning, they barely filled the first few rows of the small chapel.

Rabbi Silver knew more about Aunt Helen from Amy than from Mitch. The Rabbi had met with her before the service. After the blessing and general statements about death and mourning, he incorporated in his description of Helen’s life on earth, much of what Amy had told him about Helen’s mother, their emigration from Poland and Helen’s relationship with her sister. He described it as a hard, brave life, blessed in the end to be surrounded by her family, her sister’s children and her sister’s children’s children, mentioning Amy and Josh by name. He noted that next week was Rosh Hashanah and one of the prayers refers to it being written on the New Year and sealed on Yom Kippur, “who shall live and who shall die, who shall live to see ripe age and who shall not.”

“Hinda Malka Plonsker lived her life mostly alone. She lived to see that ripe age, in the loving presence of her family. She died no longer alone and she is not alone now. We will now recite the traditional mourner’s kaddish,” Rabbi Silver intoned. “I understand the Funeral Home has distributed plastic cards with the kaddish in Hebrew and phonetically in English. Please read along with me.”

The funeral cortege to Parklawn Cemetery was pathetically short, Mitch thought, if one measured the importance of the deceased by the number of cars. The hearse was the lead vehicle. Mitch followed with Judy, Amina and Izzy. Molly had to go back to the Nursing Home. Eleanor drove with her mother and Amy and Josh. The Rabbi was by himself in his own car.

The four cars managed to make the green left turn arrow together from Connecticut to Viers Mill Road. The short procession drove past the Korean Korners supermarket on the right, the little Hispanic mall on the left with its panaderia, Pollo Dorado and El Amigo Mercado, and turned left at the soccer field and on to the narrow one and a half lane entrance to Park Lawn Memorial Cemetery. The hearse led them past the wooden sign directing funeral corteges to wait there. Theirs was too small. They drove by several large sloping fields, with small white crosses, dotted with occasional bouquets of flowers.

Their procession looped around a hill, past the Moslem section, with tall shining black markers, the cursive Arabic incised in contrasting grey, above the names of the deceased written in English. Mitch glanced in the rear view mirror and saw Amina studying the stones. They pulled up in front of the Cemetery Office, a large fieldstone building with green shutters. The driver of the hearse got out, left the engine running, and walked quickly, but not unseemingly too fast, into the office, emerged shortly with an envelope and drove down the curving road, across a narrow stone bridge. They passed by three stone columns, decorated in gold with the symbols and names of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, announcing they were entering Menorah Gardens. Their fourcar convoy came to a halt facing down hill, next to a small gravel patch. Mitch saw a brown mound of earth and the open rectangular grave near a small grove of young trees, their narrow trunks protected from deer by black corrugated plastic tubes. Two men in coveralls stood at a respectful distance. Behind them was a back hoe, dull yellow from continuous use. Its arm was bent downward, its bucket shovel resting on the ground, as if in mourning.

Mitch reached across the front seat and took Judy’s hand. “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said softly. “Today I’m ready. The night Aunt Helen died, I wasn’t. I thought we had some more time.” He smiled at her. He too had thought they had another day or two.

They got out of the car. Off to left, in the field below, a light granite wall, about three feet high, marked the end of the sacred space for the Jews. Beyond that, a bright red tall wooden frame, with gold Chinese letters, proclaimed that the next section was their sacred ground. In addition to gravestones and flat bronze markers, there was a large wall with cubicles like safety deposit boxes, for the urns of the cremated Chinese.

They followed the men from the funeral home, wheeling Aunt Helen’s casket first over the gravel and on to the worn dirt path to the grave site, the Rabbi first, then Mitch and Judy, Eleanor holding her mother’s elbow to help her balance, Amy and Amina and Josh walking with Izzy, who leaned heavily on his aluminum cane. The two Park Lawn employees came forward and helped to arrange the straps under the coffin and lower it into the grave. It shouldn’t take four men, Mitch thought. Aunt Helen must have weighed less than 80 pounds when she died. No, he reasoned. The coffin had to be placed in the grave with dignity. Four men, two on each side could control the rate it descended, not too fast, no unseemly straining, a slow steady pace ending with an audible knocking of the wood on hard earth. The men, in the brown coveralls blended into the background, like fall leaves on a path through the woods. It was only the family, Amina and Izzy. Not even enough for a minion.

They grouped around Rabbi Silver at the foot of the grave. Mitch heard the Rabbi say something about Aunt Helen being at peace at last, having been sent on her way surrounded by the love of her family. As if he had read Mitch’s mind, he noted that there were not enough at the cemetery for a minion to pronounce a kaddish but he didn’t believe any Jewish soul should be buried without saying a kaddish at the gravesite. God would hear it, he said, and led them a second time in the mourner’s kaddish. He stepped back and motioned to Mitch.

Mitch took one of the shovels standing upright in the loose dirt, dug in and threw a shovelful of fresh earth on to his Aunt’s coffin. He remembered his mother and father’s funerals. Without knowing if there was any religious significance, he decided to do what he had done when his parents were buried. He threw two more shovelfuls of dirt into the grave and passed the shovel to Judy. She followed his lead, throwing three small amounts on to the coffin. Eleanor did likewise and then, helped her mother. Amina looked at Mitch, asking with her eyes whether it was proper for her to participate. Mitch took the shovel from his mother-in-law and handed it to Amina. She wrapped her head scarf more tightly around her neck so it would not fall off and added her shovelfuls to the pile which covered the top of the coffin. Amy deferred first to her brother, then to Izzy and finally to Rabbi Silver. Amy took the shovel from the Rabbi. Mitch was afraid she would break down. His daughter resolutely filled the shovel each time, walked to the grave’s edge, and instead of throwing the dirt, slowly turned the blade so that the earth slid down like a brown curtain on to Aunt Helen’s coffin. She stuck the shovel firmly in the mound of dirt and stood next to her grandmother and Eleanor.

Mitch thanked Rabbi Silver for his remarks. “It’ll help Amy through the mourning,” he said.

“You should be proud of her. She has a sense of righteousness and justice I don’t see in many of our young people.”

“She gets that from her mother,” Mitch said glancing at Eleanor who was listening intently to Helga.

“Don’t sell yourself short, Mitch. Is the family sitting shiva?” he asked.

“Yes. But not for the full seven days. Just tonight and tomorrow. We’re a small family. And my sister is leaving Sunday.” He thought since he had moved Aunt Helen from New London, people who knew her there wouldn’t come to Washington anyway. He wondered if he should place an obituary in the New London paper. He decided not to. Probably the only ones who would come to their home would be those who knew him and Eleanor, either from work, or their neighbors. “No need for you to come and lead us in a service, is what I mean,” Mitch said embarrassed.

“It’s not a problem. You do what you and your family are comfortable with. I’ll try and drop by tomorrow evening,” the Rabbi said. “After sundown,” he added.

Mitch made sure the funeral home attendant had tipped the two cemetery employees. He was assured it had been done. It was all part of the price, the man had said, offering his condolences one last time. The family remained in the parking turnoff, looking back at Helen’s open grave on the slope of the hill, warm in the mid day sun.

“Mr. Farber,” Amina said. “I liked what your Rabbi said about Helen. That was the person I knew.” She stood next to him, looking toward the grave but speaking to Mitch and Judy. “I told you of the Somali proverb and what the Holy Koran says. It is written and Helen died by Allah’s will. Your Rabbi said so in his sermon about Yom Kippur.” She mispronounced it, emphasizing the first syllable and giving the last a sharp e sound.

Mitch decided not to explain to Amina that Rabbi Silver, he, and the other members of the Congregation, didn’t interpret that prayer literally. They didn’t believe in a God sitting on a throne, observing every human being and writing in a large book with a feathered quill pen what was going to happen to each of them in the coming year. It was an accurate translation of an antiquated concept. Rather, they believed they would be judged for their actions on earth and because life was uncertain, they should try every day to be as good as human beings as possible. Rabbi Silver had said, in one sermon, it was a divine command they go out and make the world a better place.

“Allah took Helen in His time,” Amina continued. “I understand why you wanted to remove the feeding tube.” She looked at both of them directly. “But she did not die from lack of sustenance. The tube had only been removed that morning. She died because Allah decided it was her moment,” she said with complete conviction. “I am sad because she is no longer with us. I am sadder still because I will not see her in paradise when I die.”

“Why is that?” Judy blurted out.

“Because only those who believe in Allah and Mohamed as his Prophet, can go to Heaven,” Amina said, visibly taken aback by the question. “And if, in their lifetime, they have been good Moslems,” she added.

“Daddy,” Amy asked. “Is that true?” Mitch hadn’t noticed his daughter joining them. “There are separate parts of the cemetery for the different religions. Does that mean there are separate heavens? I mean like we all worship the same God.”

Judy looked at her brother, waiting for his answer.

“I don’t know, Amy,” he sighed. He was not a deep religious thinker. He was not even that religious. “My personal belief is God made all human beings. Then we divided ourselves up into different religions. I’d like to think that all human beings, as all God’s children, will be together in the same heaven.” He turned to Amina. “I don’t mean to offend you.” He felt uneasy about saying any more and unsure what else to say. “Look, Amy. It’s a question you’re going to have to ask Rabbi Silver. You’re asking me about other religions. It’s sort of a comparative religions study question. I don’t know enough about it,” he confessed, his voice trailing off.

“But, I mean, Amina doesn’t believe what you said,” Amy persisted.

“That’s why you need to talk to Rabbi Silver. Let’s not keep pushing this, Amy. Ok?” Mitch said, a bit more abruptly than he intended.

“Are we going to have a monument for Aunt Helen’s grave?” Amy asked.

“Yeah,” he replied. “We’ll order one. Probably put it up in the spring. Why?”

“I want it to have an orange blossom carved on it.” Amy said. She reached in her pocket, took out an orange and showed it to them. “I was going to put it in the grave with Aunt Helen,” she said, starting to cry. “But that’s silly. Aunt Helen doesn’t need an orange now. But if it was on her stone, everyone would know forever that she loved oranges. And I could take my children here and show them and tell them the story,” she sobbed.

Mitch hugged her tightly, feeling his own eyes tear, more because of his daughter’s heartfelt sorrow than the finality of his aunt’s passing. “We’ll look into what designs we can get on Aunt Helen’s stone and decide as a family. I promise you.” He saw Eleanor steering her mother toward the Buick. Helga was holding a handkerchief to her nose and dabbing at her eyes. “Come on,” he motioned to Josh and Izzy.

He and Judy drove Amina and Izzy back to the Nursing Home. As he opened the lobby door for Izzy, the old man stopped just inside, relieved by the warmth of the overheated reception area. “I should tell you, your son is very upset. Over his aunt’s death of course.” He unwrapped his muffler and kept his hat on “One problem with old age. You’re cold all the time.” He put the muffler across the back of the chair he usually sat in. “He’s afraid he won’t see me again. I told him he can visit. You know what he said?” Izzy looked up at Mitch through his thick glasses. “He said, with this serious look on his face, ‘I don’t drive yet.’” Izzy chuckled. “Josh has touched me,” Izzy tapped his chest with his closed fist, “in a way I wouldn’t have thought anyone could anymore. I don’t know what he’s thinking but he said he had to talk to you.”

“We’ll come by on weekends,” Mitch replied. “Or I can drop him off and come back in an hour or so. Don’t worry, we’ll work it out.”

“Thanks for including me,” Izzy said, waving goodbye and sinking wearily into the chair.

Eleanor had lunch prepared and on the table when he and Judy got home. Mitch found his mother-in-law sitting by herself in their living room. He sat down next to her and gave her a mock gallant kiss on her hand. “It’s been a difficult day for all of us. Are you all right?” he asked, genuinely concerned.

“Under the circumstances, Mitchell, I am fine,” she said. Her stiff posture showed him she was anything but. He helped her up, escorted her into the dining room and pulled the chair out for her. He had the impression that their luncheon conversation was about everything but what was really on his family’s minds. Eleanor talked about what needed to be prepared for sitting shiva that evening and Judy went on about how difficult it would be, when she returned to Charlotte, to catch up on work, chores, and the mail. Both Amy and Josh alternately scowled or moped and said nothing. Helga, when she spoke at all, commented on what she was eating. Had Eleanor added dill to the cucumber salad? She thought the yogurt dressing was a bit rich. Had Eleanor used low fat yogurt or regular? Mitch wanted to take his wife to some private corner of their house and ask her what was going on with her mother. He knew from Ell’s tight lipped countenance and her nattering about nothing there was some deep problem which had surfaced sometime that morning.

As they cleared the table, Josh said “Dad, I’ve gotta talk to you. Now.”

“In a minute, Josh.”

Eleanor looked at her husband, motioning for him to be with their son. “Mother, Judy and I will do some of the cooking for tonight. Better to get it out of the way. Unless mother, you want to go home and lie down and I can bring you back later.”

“No. No. I am fine here,” Helga replied. Mitch heard the tiredness in her voice. “Why don’t you stretch out on the living room sofa? For a few minutes. It’s been an emotional day and you’ve been on your feet a lot.” He offered her his arm, which she took and walked with him to the couch. “Not for too long now,” she said. “Be sure Eleanor looks in on me shortly.” She removed her shoes and plumped one of the pillows behind her head. Eleanor had made it. Out of glittering silver and gold Pakistani fabric, she had bought at some market.

“Mitchell. Be a dear and bring me another coffee. It will be good for my nerves.”

“What’s the matter with your mother,” he asked Ell as he poured the coffee.

“She feels she’s losing control of her life. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Josh’s waiting for you upstairs.”

Mitch found their son lying on the floor of his room staring at the ceiling. Against Ell’s better judgment, they had agreed to let Josh pick the color of the wall to wall carpeting for his room. He had chosen black. For that cave like appearance, he had told them. Mitch sat down on the floor next to his son, wincing from the pain in his right knee.

“Ok. I’m all ears. What’s up?”

“Dad. Could you shut the door?”

Mitch reached behind him, pushed the door closed and leaned against it to support his back. He stretched his legs out and massaged his extended knee.

“I want to adopt Mr. Lowenstein,” Josh said seriously. “I’ve thought it through. We could fix up the basement. I’ll live down there and he can have my room.” Mitch suppressed the image of Izzy using his cane to feel his way around Josh’s dark inner sanctum. His son continued laying out his plan, speaking quickly as if his rush of words would overwhelm any objection. “I’ll keep his room clean so mom won’t have any extra work. I can empty my closet so he’ll have a place for his stuff, I’ll keep my clothes in boxes on the shelves in the basement. I can help mom with the extra shopping, I’ll get his medicine from CVS and …”

“Whoa. Josh. Slow down.”

His son gulped. “What do you think, dad? Amy said it was a stupid idea and kids don’t adopt adults. Is that true? Could you adopt him for me? I love him dad, and now I won’t see him anymore.” Josh looked at his father hopefully, but tensely, steeling himself for the answer.

“Whew,” Mitch let his breath out. “I don’t know where to begin. Your idea is great. It shows how compassionate you are. You’ve grown to love Izzy and you know how lonely he is. But it’s not that easy.”

“So that means I can’t do it,” Josh said, deflated, staring down at the rug despondently.

“Yeah, we can’t do it but hear me out. We can make Izzy a part of our family in a different way.” Mitch explained families usually adopted children under a certain age who didn’t have parents to take care of them. Adults were able to take care of themselves. When they became older, like Izzy or Aunt Helen, he told his son, they needed special attention if they had medical problems, which they received either in a nursing home or with home care attendants. They could no longer live by themselves.

“We could have a nurse’s aide like Amina come and take care of Mr. Lowenstein at our house during the day,” Josh interrupted.

“It’s not that simple, Josh. Have you thought that at the Nursing Home, Izzy not only has care but also activities and companionship? We’d be at work, you and Amy would be at school. He’d be alone for much of the day which wouldn’t be good for him.”

“I could come home every day after school,” Josh countered.

“That wouldn’t be good for you. You need time with your friends. And your band? What about that? Izzy wouldn’t want you to give up everything for him.” He shifted his weight so the door supported more of his lower back.

“Josh. You want to make Izzy part of our family. We’ll do that. We’ll take him to Temple for Rosh Hashanah next week, and Yom Kippur later in the month. He can be with us for holiday dinners and Sunday nights if you want. Maybe, we can work out a way you can visit him during the week, after school, provided” Mitch raised his palm in warning as his son grinned, uttered a hissed ‘yesss’ and thrusting a clenched fist in the air “provided, you have nothing else on and can still get your homework done. We also have to talk to Izzy and see what he wants.”

“He’ll come to dinner. I know that,” Josh said grinning. “He loves mom’s cooking.”

“Don’t we all. And speaking of that, mom and Aunt Judy are cooking up a storm in the kitchen for tonight when people will be over. You need to help out tonight, Josh.”

“I will dad. Can we see Mr. Lowenstein this weekend?”

“Well, yeah,” Mitch answered. “You can come with me tomorrow afternoon when I go pick him up. He said he wanted to come for shiva. Now start catching up on some of the school work you missed.”

Mitch looked in on Helga who was dozing and decided not to wake her.

“And what was that all about with Josh?” Eleanor asked, batting his hand away as he reached into a bowl to taste the chocolate cake mix.

“Our son, God bless him, wants to adopt Izzy. Good thing I talked him out of it. Otherwise, my dear, you’d be the mother of a teenage girl, a pre-teen boy and a myopic, but” he held up his hand to stop her from interrupting, “encyclopedic 75+ year old man.”

Eleanor smiled, shaking her head. “I don’t know where he gets these ideas from.”

“From his heart and from his mother,” Mitch replied, managing to stick his finger in the batter, before being exiled from the kitchen.

By a little after 7, the buffet was arranged on the dining room table. There were about 20 callers in the living room. Mitch had brought extra chairs from upstairs. He and Ell had been pleasantly surprised that some members of the Congregation had stopped by briefly, before services. People had initially been subdued, offering their condolences in hushed voices, their faces grave and somber. However, he thought, there’s only so much grieving one could do. Once people began helping themselves to food, the conversation changed to more mundane everyday issues, the price of gasoline, local and national politics and how bad traffic was in Virginia driving through the mixing bowl on the way to Potomac Mills.

He noticed Amy, squeezed on the smaller of their two sofas next to her grandmother, a bit of food on her plate more as an ornament than a meal, looking angry. He angled over to her, asking Helga if she needed anything. “Amy. Come with me to the kitchen. I have to get your Grandma another glass of wine.” He took the bottle of chardonnay out of the refrigerator. “It’s hard to believe we’re not going to the Home to see Aunt Helen, this weekend, isn’t it?”

“Daddy. I know this is a Jewish tradition but it seems all wrong to me to have a feast when we just buried Aunt Helen.” Mitch was going to reprimand her for being so sour by telling her that sitting shiva was normally for seven days of so-called feasting, when the doorbell rang.

“Can you get that sweetheart? I have to take this to grandma.”

He heard Amina’s voice followed by Amy’s squeal of joy. He and Eleanor reached their entranceway at the same time. Amina held a square pyrex plate covered with tin foil. Mariam had a small bowl with a red sauce. The man behind her carried a potted plant, about three feet high, the branches bending from the weight of several small oranges.

“We have had this tree in our home. It blooms every year,” Amina explained. “I told Mariam Amy’s story about Helen and Amy asking you for an orange blossom on Helen’s monument. Mariam suggested we bring this for Amy as a gift. Oh, excuse me. This is my uncle, Jama Hussein,” she said, introducing the man holding the tree. Jama put it down, and shook hands with Mitch and then with Eleanor, bowing slightly as he did so.

“Oh” Amy gushed. “This is so nice of you. It is soooo right. Now, every day when I see it, I’ll think of Aunt Helen. Thank you so much.” She spontaneously hugged Amina, who quickly handed the plate she was holding to Eleanor. Amy awkwardly touched Jama’s hand holding the potted tree. Mariam put her arms around Amy and the two girls hugged.

“What are these,” Eleanor asked Amina carrying the plate into the kitchen.

“They are sambusi,” she said, uncovering the fried triangular patties. “The ones on the left have chopped meat and the other side is vegetarian. You should heat them up. I made the fillings mild but the sauce is hot, I mean spicy. It is made from red peppers.”

Mitch carried the potted orange tree upstairs to Amy’s room, and left the two girls there laughing and chatting. He was glad that his daughter had shed her mourning mood, at least temporarily. He came back quickly and found Jama standing by himself off to the side in the living room.

“There’s food and drinks in the dining room,” Mitch said. Jama quickly begged off. “Sodas and coffee,” he added, thinking Jama had seen other guests drinking wine and assumed Mitch was offering him a glass. “Please,” Mitch said, gesturing to the other room. The sambusi were already on the table. While Mitch put ice cubes in a glass and poured ginger ale over them, Jama looked at the platters of lox, whitefish and turkey, the bowls of white and green spinach dip, red salsa and hummus, the sliced bagels and rectangular high in fiber crackers that Ell favored. He went for the safe harbor of some thing familiar. The sambusi.

“Thanks for coming and bringing Amina and Mariam,” Mitch said, helping himself to a sambusa as well.

“It is I who should be thanking you,” Jama replied. “Through you, I came to know Mr. Rosen, your friend Artie. He helped my son with a legal problem we had. I am now an investigator, working for his firm.”

“Of course,” Mitch said. “Amina had mentioned your name once or twice, but I didn’t put it together with Artie.” He looked at Jama in a different light. If Artie had hired him, he must be good at what he did. He wondered what Jama’s background could be which would make him a skilled investigator. He decided not to pry. “I’m glad I was able to help.”

Jama studied Mitch. No sense disclosing how much Artie had helped not only him but the Somali community. The man might regard Jama and his family with suspicion if he knew. It had started with what Somalis called ‘the knockings,’ the seemingly random, intrusive and intimidating visits by the FBI to Somali homes. These visits had intensified with the approach of the third anniversary of 9/11. Each time the FBI agents had come, the women had frantically run around the house either to avoid being seen by strange men or to cover themselves with their hidjabs and scarves. The agents, experienced in drug raids, interpreted such conduct as efforts to destroy evidence or attempts to escape. They had barged in, with their shoes on, grabbing men and women alike and interrogated them in a rough and nasty manner. The community had been up in arms, angry at the offense to both honor and Islam. Jama had discussed the problem with Mr. Rosen. As a former Assistant U.S. Attorney, he still had good contacts within the Bureau. He had arranged a quiet, unofficial meeting between someone from the FBI and Jama. Artie had sat in on the meeting. Jama’s police background had given him greater credibility. This had been followed up by a public meeting with the Somali community. The FBI had explained their security concerns not only about terrorist activities on the anniversary, but possible disruptions of the Presidential inauguration in mid-January. The community had grudgingly recognized the legitimate security needs while objecting to being singled out as suspects solely because they were Muslims. In the end, the FBI was made more culturally sensitive and used more female agents, for at least routine visits. The Somalis became less hostile and more cooperative toward the Bureau and more aware of their rights under the Constitution. But, Jama thought to himself, what would this white middle class Jewish man know about the FBI or the fear it could engender among Moslems.

“You have a very nice home, Mr. Farber,” Jama said, taking a sip of his soda.

Josh bounded into the dining room, with his usual exuberance, on the prowl for anything edible. “This is my son Josh,” Mitch said. “This is Mr. Hussein, Amina’s uncle.” Josh shook hands and noted the sambusi. “What are those,” he asked curiously. “They look like egg rolls but they’re triangles.” Jama was still explaining the ingredients when Josh grabbed one, dipped it deeply into the hot sauce and took a huge bite.

“Careful, Josh,” Eleanor said, gliding over, grabbing a paper napkin and giving it to him, in one smooth motion, so he could catch the red sauce oozing out of the corner of his mouth.

“Boy, these are great,” Josh said, popping the remaining piece in his mouth and reaching for another.

“The sauce is not too spicy for you?” Amina asked Josh.

“Nothing’s too hot for him,” Ell replied, answering for her son who had his mouth full. “He eats almost a whole bowl of salsa himself when we go out for Mexican food.”

Mitch excused himself and ambled into the living room. His mind wandered to their plans for the weekend. He subconsciously thought of having to go to the Nursing Home and pick up Aunt Helen for Sunday dinner. They had been doing that for almost a year. It was such a part of their normal weekend routine it seemed strange she wouldn’t be there. No, he thought sadly. This Sunday he and Judy would take Aunt Helen’s few belongings from the Home and that would be the end of it. A few new guests came and those remaining stayed longer, thinking they were providing moral support. Then it was over. Until tomorrow night again. Two nights were more than enough. He felt seven nights of sitting shiva, especially work and school nights, would be a burden not a blessing. He drove Helga home, attributing her silence to Aunt Helen’s funeral and whatever was troubling her. When he pulled into the driveway of her building, she surprised him by asking him to walk her up to the apartment. “I’m just very tired today,” she said by way of explanation, as he kissed her goodnight on both cheeks. “Drive carefully and give my love to Eleanor.” She patted his arm.

When he returned home, Josh and Amy had walked Oliver, Ell and Judy had almost finished cleaning up and there wasn’t much for him to do. He gave Oliver a biscuit, just for being a good dog all evening, drawing a disapproving look from Ell, who thought he spoiled him. “What?” he said defensively. “He didn’t beg food from anyone all night.”

“He doesn’t know that’s why you’re rewarding him. Want to help us finish the open bottle of wine?”

“I don’t know,” Judy said. “Now we have to split it three ways”

He swatted his sister with a dishtowel as Eleanor divided the remaining chardonnay among their three glasses. They sat on the sofa, in silence, sipping the wine.

“Your mom asked me to walk her up to her apartment. Which I did with my usual courtesy and gallantry. She looked pretty upset at the cemetery. What’s going on? It can’t be only Aunt Helen.”

“Well,” Eleanor sighed. “She’s got her reasons. She fell on Monday.”

“And she didn’t call or tell us?” Mitch asked.

“You know mother. She didn’t want to burden us, what with Aunt Helen in a coma. She tripped on the rug and stopped her fall with her hands on the coffee table. She has still has a swelling on the heel of her hand but I don’t think she broke anything.”

“But why would that make her so upset,” Judy asked.

“It’s the same thing that happened at the beginning of the end for her mother. A fall. She’s afraid that she’s losing her sense of balance. And in her mind, everything snowballs. She won’t be able to walk, she’ll lose her independence, she’ll become wheelchair bound in a nursing home. And then she’ll die and we’ll forget about her.”

“Boy, she’s imagining only the worst. And it’s a bit melodramatic, don’t you think?” Mitch asked.

“Perhaps,” Ell said. “But Aunt Helen’s death and how mother perceived Helen’s life this past year made her more cognizant that she has a limited number of years left. And she’s worried she may not enjoy them in good health. She’s afraid, Mitch, and that’s natural.”

“She could sign up for elder swimming and water aerobic classes,” Judy suggested. “That’s supposed to help improve balance and muscle tone.”

“Yeah,” Mitch added. “There’s an indoor pool at the Jewish Community Center on 16th Street. It would be an easy drive for her.”

Eleanor shook her head. “She says she’s giving up driving.”

“Why?” Mitch asked. “How many times has she told us, it makes her feel independent.”

“She almost hit her neighbor. One of the women who lives on her floor. She didn’t see her when she was backing up in the garage. The woman screamed and mother reacted wrong. She hit the gas instead of the brake. Thank God she only hit the wall. She wants to talk to you about selling the Buick.”

“Wow,” Mitch said. “And this was what she was talking about to you at the cemetery?”

“And in the car ride there and the drive home. She went over and over the scene in the garage, which leads her to the change in her quality of life, then being bedridden and then dying.”

“Well, I’m not giving up on Judy’s idea of Helga taking swimming classes. We can arrange for radio cabs. They’ll pick her up and take her home. It’s only money.”

Eleanor smiled at him. “We need to think of ways for her to remain independent. I think if she feels good about herself, her health won’t deteriorate. Swimming is a great idea,” she said, tilting her glass in acknowledgment to Judy. “Mother took me swimming all the time when I was growing up. I remember how graceful she looked. She was like a ballerina in water. When I was Amy’s age, I felt fat and ungainly next to her,” she said wistfully. “I was the ugly duckling next to the beautiful swan.”

“I can’t imagine you as an ugly anything. Ever.” Mitch said, raising his own glass in a mock toast. “You’re the one who should suggest she take up swimmingd. Let’s think of some other activities You know, maybe something at the Austrian Embassy. Get her used to taking radio cabs. We can make it work, Ell,” he said.

“Mother,” Amy called from upstairs. “Josh is bothering me.”

Eleanor stood up, shaking her head. “The two of them sharing a room is a recipe for trouble.”

“Sound familiar?” Judy asked, poking Mitch in the ribs. “Tell Amy,” she shouted as Ell went up stairs, “she only has to make it through one more night before her beloved Aunt Judy will be back in Charlotte.”
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Chapter Twenty
 

Judy finished folding the last of Aunt Helen’s clothing. The room smelled strongly of antiseptic. The hospital bed had been removed and the standard nursing home bed, with the wooden headboard was back in the room. Perhaps it was even her bed, Mitch thought. The shades were pulled up high, the linoleum floor had a clean, waxy shine and the sink and bathtub sparkled like a tv ad for a bathroom cleanser.

Mitch placed her flowered bedspread on the bottom of the cardboard carton he had brought for her few personal belongings. He laid the photos of his parents and Amina on top, along with her hairbrush, and a plastic zip-lock bag with her toothbrush and dentures. He looked at the neat stacks of the few sweaters, blouses, jackets and slacks on the bed, remembering when he first had brought her to the Home. Aunt Helen had folded her own clothes on the bed.

“You know, Judy,” we never got her anything in the year she was here. “Nothing. It never occurred to me.”

“She didn’t need anything and we’d only be giving it away now.”

“There’s not much here. She didn’t wear jewelry which is too bad. It would be nice for you and Amy to have some piece of hers.”

Judy took Aunt Helen’s navy blue coat from the closet. “I don’t need anything and Amy has her story and the orange tree. Someone will be able to use this,” she said, laying the coat down on the bed. “It hasn’t had much wear.”

“Molly said we should leave the clothes we want to give away. They will clean them and donate them to some Jewish charity, I forgot which one.”

“What about that painting of the wolf,” his sister asked.

“You want it?”

“Me? No. What would I do with it. Besides, I can’t carry it on the plane.”

“Judy. If you want it, I can figure out a way to get it to you. You know it can be shipped. Or maybe we’ll drive down and visit you sometime.”

“It’s so melancholy,” Judy said, studying the painting.

“No it’s not. It’s Aunt Helen, the lone wolf, bravely facing life’s challenges.”

“You think so,” Judy said wavering. “Where would I put it?” she asked herself more than her brother. “It does speak to me a little.”

“Look, I’ll keep it in our basement. You go home and think about it. If you want it, then we’ll figure out how to get it to you. And there are the two silver candlesticks, which were our grandmother’s. We used them at Passover. Remember?”

Judy shrugged. “You keep them. You’re more likely to have an occasion to use them than I will.”

“Maybe if you had them, you’d find an occasion.”

His sister laughed derisively. “I don’t see myself having a romantic candle light dinner for two any time soon, Mitch. Do you?”

“No, but maybe a joyful pot luck at your apartment with close friends. That’s possible.” He grinned at her. “Maybe with some of the people from UNC going on that trip to Spain.” He winked at her. “Sort of a get acquainted bon voyage party. Before the voyage,” he added, pronouncing it in French.

“You are such an optimist,” she replied gratefully. “I’ll take them. But I’ll bring them with me when I come for Passover. So you can have them on the table for the Seder.”

Mitch looked around the room one more time. “She almost made it to September 15th, the date she told me was her real birthday. That’s next week,” he said sadly. “It’ll always be Columbus Day for me.”

“Me too,” Judy said. “All those years when she came down on Columbus Day weekend so we could celebrate her birthday with her. What date did you give for the death certificate?”

“October 12th,” Mitch replied grinning. She smiled back. “I was feeling rebellious,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I’ll carry the box. You take the wolf.” He removed the painting from the wall. “We should tell Molly, maintenance will have to take the picture hook out and touch up that spot.”

They left Molly’s office and found Josh sitting in the lobby with Izzy doing the crossword puzzle. “I didn’t have time to do Friday’s, so we’re doing it together.”

“Dad, this is really hard,” Josh said.

“Hard,” Izzy said derisively. “You should try Saturday’s. And then,” he said lowering his voice menacingly, “there’s the Sunday puzzle. The most difficult of them all. The Mount Everest of crosswords. And you have to climb it every Sunday.”

“Come on Josh. We’ve got to pick up Grandma and get home for lunch and then take Aunt Judy to the airport. Say goodbye to Izzy. We’ll see him sometime this week.”

After lunch, Grandma stayed home with Amy and Josh while he and Eleanor drove his sister to National Airport. Judy gave him a long hug before entering security.

Mitch held on to her. “Judy. Promise you’ll call me if you need anything. Or if you just want to talk. Ok.”

“Ok. I will. I’ll come up for Passover this spring. If not before.”

“Yeah,” he said, remembering Aunt Helen at the Seder. “Hey. Have fun on your trip to Spain. Who knows.” He winked at her. “You might even meet someone interesting.”

“I should be so lucky,” Judy said, letting go and hugging Eleanor goodbye.

Mitch waved goodbye, took Eleanor’s hand and walked with her through the main concourse. “Ever feel like just boarding a flight to somewhere and leaving everything behind?” he asked her.

“Sometimes,” she said. “But when I have that fantasy, I’m never alone. I’m always with you.”

“Me too. And the kids always show up somehow.”

“And once I think of the kids, I see my mother, and it’s no longer a fantasy. It’s our life.” She put her arm around his waist. “I guess we’re too old to be irresponsible anymore.”

“Yeah. Too bad. Stuck together for life.” He stopped mid stride. “You know Ell. I just had this thought. Instead of selling your mother’s car, why don’t we buy it from her. You know for Blue Book plus a little extra. We need a second car what with driving the kids everywhere. We’ll have to get Josh to the Nursing Home to visit Izzy. Probably at the same time Amy will have a soccer game in God knows where. What do you think?”

“I think you’ve left our fantasy world and are being very practical. And mother would think she was helping us, which will be good for her self image. It’s a great idea.”

That night, after he had driven Helga home and she said she would think about selling them her car, which he knew from experience meant she would say yes but in her own time, Amy asked him to carry the potted orange tree down into the family room. So the whole family could enjoy it, she said.

He placed it on the floor next to the sliding glass door. In the spring, he would move it outside on the deck and leave it there through the summer. By September, he thought, probably on September 15th, he would bring the orange tree indoors again.
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Author’s Note
 

This novel is a work of fiction. Therefore, the usual caveat appliesany resemblance of any of the characters to any persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. There are three real people included in the story- Senator Abraham A. Ribicoff, Admiral Hyman G. Rickover and President Richard M. Nixon.

Abraham A. Ribicoff, a Democrat, was Governor of Connecticut from 1955 to 1961, Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare under President John F. Kennedy and U.S. Senator from Connecticut from 1963 until 1981. Following his retirement from the Senate, he was active in the private practice of law. He died on February 22, 1998.

Hyman G. Rickover, a four star Admiral was known as the “Father of the Nuclear Navy.” He was born in 1900 in what is now Poland but at the time was part of Russia. His parents fled a pogrom and emigrated to the United States in 1905. Rickover graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy in 1922. In 1958 he was promoted to Vice-Admiral. For approximately 30 years, he was the head of Naval Reactors and supervised the construction and operation of the U.S. Navy’s nuclear submarines. At the time of his retirement, he was the longest serving active duty military officer in U.S. history, having served a continuous 63 years. He died on July 8, 1986 and is buried at Arlington National Cemetery.

The words, thoughts and actions of Senator Ribicoff and Admiral Rickover are pure fiction and are solely the product of the author’s imagination.

The words contained in this book of former President Richard M. Nixon are taken verbatim from his presidential tapes. They are his alone. I direct readers to Presidential Recordings:Program-Transcripts, Conversation 545-001: July 24,1971; 9:43 am – 10:36 am: Oval Office-President Nixon, John Ehrlichman, Henry Kissinger, Bob Haldeman. It is far more chilling to listen to this transcript than to read it. For further information on Nixon’s paranoia about Jews in the Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, see “Nixon vs. the Imaginary Jewish Cabal,” by Kenneth J. Hughes, Jr., The New York Times, September 24, 2007; “Nixon’s Jewish Count: The Whole Story,” by Timothy Noah, Slate, September 26, 2007.

Finally, I am indebted to a story in The New York Times, many years ago, for giving me some details about how Jewish soldiers in the Union Army celebrated Passover during the Civil War.

Martin R. Ganzglass

March 2011
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