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I.

I always knew I was Jewish. The years I was alone, without my family, my life depended on never, never divulging my true identity. It was a matter of life or death. It has amazed me that a small child that I was, was capable of keeping such a secret. It was the special memories of my early childhood that gave me grounding to be strong and helped me to deal with the persistent loneliness, fear and the desperation with which I was forced to live.
It is Friday morning.  Preparation for the Sabbath is underway.  The house is filled with smells that make my nostrils feel like they are going to explode.  This is a busy day.  I am sitting at the round kitchen table.  I am four years old.  My legs cannot reach the floor.  I am swinging them in the air and the air feels cool and weightless.  Watching my mother take command of the kitchen makes me feel secure and loved.  My mother asks, “ Dzidzia, would you like to beat these eggs for me?”  I take the fork she hands me and I begin to beat the mixture.  I like to help.
All the smells in the kitchen run into each other.  They are teasing my appetite.  The sweet aroma of carp is slowly simmering with golden raisins and the bay leaf is floating in the sauce.  My grandmother, Babcia, that’s what I call her, buys the fish from the market next to the icehouse.  The fishmonger wraps the carp in day old newspaper.  It is so fresh; I can imagine it swimming in the Dunajec River.  

My mother is tall and beautiful.  Her black hair is wound in a tight coil, pinned to the back of her head.  She gives me a re-assuring smile.  I follow her every move.  My mother and grandmother work together.  They are a team that has practiced together countless times and know each other’s every move.  

The Gypsy woman is washing the floor in the other room.  She is on her knees, tugging her red and green, rose-patterned cotton skirt from under her.  Her tight fitting blouse barely covers her, exposing the sturdy chest.  The gold hoop earrings and chains around her neck glitter and swing with her every move.   Her tawny colored face shows signs of fatigue accentuating the tiny wrinkles around her mouth.  

I remember my mother bringing me to the outskirts of our town of NowyTarg, our village located in southern Poland, at the foothills of the Tatry Mountains.  The Gypsies used to set up its’ temporary camp there.  Many horses and wagons are assembled there and the camp is teeming with life.  Smells of roasted meats on the open fire, pungent aroma of brewing stews, escape in the air.  The arrival of the Gypsy caravan is a colorful event.  They enter the town in tarpaulin-covered, horse-pulled wagons.  The clanging pots and pans, tied to the outside of the wagons, clatter, announcing their arrival.  The little children with their black hair, penetrating coal-like dark eyes, dirty faces and running noses are frequently seen begging in the town square.  The town’s people tell mean stories about the Gypsies.  They say that they are dirty; they steal, cheat and cannot be trusted.  I don’t believe these stories.  The Gypsy woman is nice to me.  She smiles and sometimes she winks.  Her gold tooth in the upper left front is shining like a twinkling star. These special memories I treasure and guard them like valuable jewels of my identity.” 
II.
Our kitchen was a warm and sunny room, a comfortable kind of a place where everyone liked to congregate, sit around, talk and joke. Those were the good times. Those were the times I thought that I was happy and I loved him. He could be considerate, sweet and absolutely charming.  To the outside world it looked like we had a “normal” and what appeared to be a “model” family. To those who did not know the truth, the stereotypic television families of the fifties, like “Father Knows Best “ or ”Leave It To Beaver”, could have represented our family of five.

Our kitchen was also a place where all hell could break out, terrified and totally unexpected, catching the children and me by complete surprise.  The room would become a war zone. Neither I, nor the children, were safe from emotional and physical abuse inflicted by my husband.  These behaviors ranged from pushing, hitting, pinching, spitting, name calling, and throwing objects with the intention of hitting me.  I would be horrified and feeling completely helpless.

These abusive types of behaviors were not rare for him.  They came in cycles, intervals of approximately two to three months.  My husband was like a volcano; I never knew what would trigger his anger or when or where he would explode.  After an incident occurred he would not speak to me for days.  He would ignore me.  The silence between us was stifling and oppressive.  It separated us like a lead blanket used by the hygienist in the dentist’s office. It was my husband’s decision when to resume talking and when the argument was over.  Any of my efforts to restore the equilibrium were ineffective and futile.  It was only when he was ready to resume speaking, that he would sheepishly approach me, with a small grin, half a smile, and take my hand.  For him, it was business as usual, the episode was over, as if nothing had ever happened.  He would bring me flowers, or ask me to go out for dinner, or both.  That night or even before nighttime, he expected intimacy.  We could not revisit the issue that was the cause of the argument because if we did, he would resume the prior argument or create another fight.  He had no willingness to have a mutually satisfying conversation to work out the problem and he refused to take any responsibility for his destructive behaviors.  I did and said whatever it would take to restore peace in the family.  Unfortunately, it was peace at any price and for me, the price was life altering.
III.

I bolted out the door, clutching to my chest few belongings; hair dryer, cosmetics, underwear.  My heart was racing, I couldn’t breath. The pounding in my ears and throbbing temples felt like my head was about to explode.  “I must hurry, not lose a minute, he will return.  I must get away.”  

It was a sunny, crisp day in October, a typical New England fall day. The trees and shrubs were just beginning to turn stunning autumn colors.  It was the kind of day that made you feel vibrant and alive.  The array of colors was shockingly beautiful.  This was the day I was running away from my husband and marriage of fifty-one years.  This day I will always remember.  I knew for sure, I could not tolerate one more minute of the abuse he inflicted on me and on our children.  I was seventy-one years old, running to save what was left of my life.

Vivid images flash before my mind, as I drive away from the home life I have known for over five decades.  A friend recently reminded me of the time I telephoned her in the middle of the night.  She told me I was crying uncontrollably and pleaded with her to come to our house immediately.  When she and her husband came, it was two o’clock in the morning.  She described a frightening scene.  My husband was chasing our twelve-year-old son, David, with a golf club, attempting to hit him.  Our other two children, Debbie, age eight, and Jonathan, age two, were sitting huddled in a corner, crying.  Our friends, Frank and Ann, with carefully chosen words, were able to diffuse the disturbing situation.  When some calmness prevailed, Frank, in search of words of wisdom and healing, coined the following expression, “A moment lost is a moment gone forever.”
One day, I was talking to a friend on the telephone, when my husband arrived home from the office.  When he saw I was occupied on the phone, and not greeting him at the door, he was so furious, that he ripped the telephone out of my hand and ripped it out of the wall.  The pulled wires, left a gaping hole in the plaster.  I was terrified. Such aggression made me speechless.  How could I feel safe with his irrational and uncontrollable anger?

How could I trust and respect a person who was so narcissistic and in need of complete control? 

My mind was made up.  It was brilliantly clear, there was no turning back.
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