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My grandmother was born in hell and she 
told me about it as she stirred chicken 
soup. “We were three mothers standing in 

a row,” she said. “We were like soldiers, like nutcrack-
ers, like the Wise Men.”

Like anything I lined up in three: cutlery in the third drawer 

from the sink; my hair products on the bathroom vanity; the 

photographs of my children on the bookshelf.

“We were pushed close, shoulder to shoulder, as close 
as the hair was shaved to our heads.” Her hand slowed. 
In her memory she runs her fingers over the fuzz. 
“Snowflakes glistened on their eyelashes. My nail beds 
were a pale blue.” 

Like the snowflakes falling outside the window.

“The bullet meant for all three women sunk into the 
skull of the first mother,” she said, her swollen knuck-
les bending her fingers into the shape of a pistol. “The 
bullet raced through the mother on the other end and 
exploded inside the middle mother’s skull.” 

Nagymama tapped a small red dash at her hairline.
“It shattered the middle mother’s skull from the inside 

out. It shattered the girl’s eardrum. It shattered the 
middle mother’s skull into six million pieces.”

Like snowflakes, like children, like snowflakes. Or children.

“The pieces of her skull landed on me. I tasted her and 
I could not breathe.”

“I fainted,” she whispered. “They thought I was 
dead. Soldiers, they pushed dirt into the hole, the hole 
where we were lying. Three mothers. Mothers bound 
for Auschwitz.”

“They were on trucks bound for Auschwitz,” my 
father said. “I was sent to a camp for Christian children 
just before the holidays. I loved their Christmas cele-
brations. I was dazzled by brightly-wrapped presents, 
by trees decorated with stars cut from yellow fabric.”

Yellow stars. They float to the surface of my daughter’s 

canned soup.

Shaking each present, my father said he would count, 
“One, two, three… egy, két, há.” He shook the presents 
hard. Not so hard that he would break their bones. 
“They celebrated with hand-printed sugar cookies in 
the shape of angels. The angels wore ribbons of red pa-
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prika—like the small child who fed nagymama when 
she pushed her way through the dirt on the side of the 
road. 

Ornaments glittered, each with a child’s name 
printed on the glass. My Christian name caught the 
light of wax candles. A good, Christian name mama 

gave me so I would fit in.”

Our family name from a dead Prussian soldier. My son’s 

name from a river.

“It was a good, Christian name. We gave to him,” nagy-

mama said, stirring her soup. “A good, Christian name 
for a good, Christian boy. From the bible; the New Tes-
tament.”

“I wore my new Christian name proudly,” my fa-
ther said. “I walked with it to the Red Cross camp. I 
sat at the Christmas dinner of fánk, stews with carrots, 
celery, purple onion, and floating horse meat.

Before Christmas dinner, I washed to the elbows. 
And then I rolled down my sleeves and I washed my 
hands once more. To be safe.”

My father’s shirtsleeves were rolled up to the elbow 
and I smelled castile soap.

“To be safe,” nagymama agreed, the red mark at her 
temple darkening in the soup’s steam.

The good, Christian son sat at his Christmas din-
ner at a Red Cross camp and ate quietly. “I could see 
mama there on the road to Auschwitz, younger than I 
am now, as though she grew out of the ground. I could 
see her paprika lips and skull eyelashes pleading from 
behind a mound of horse meat.”

Nagymama would never eat horse meat. She would say it 

was pig. No. My father said it was horse meat. No. She would 

say nothing. She always said nothing. 

“Mama would make sure I held my knife and fork, 
proper, just as she had taught me to do at Sabbath din-
ners when she allowed me to wear my best shirt and 
only tie, when she allowed me to wear my best shoes, 
and when she forced me to wear my father’s good socks 
which matched the shoes and hid the hole near the 
bunion.”

My two sisters and I sit, quiet, in a row. Like mothers. Like 

children.

Nagymama stirred her chicken soup and said, “He did 
not learn manners at Sabbath dinners, we told him. 
He never wore good clothes on Sabbath, we begged of 
him.” She stirred. “We taught him to be a good, Chris-
tian boy with a good, Christian name.”  •  
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