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She was my father’s cousin, the only relative I was able to track down once I’d arrived in America. 
For some reason, each time someone had mentioned her in our household, my father got annoyed, said 
she was a strange woman, that you never knew what a havoc she might wreak, and that, in general, peo-
ple like her should be kept at a safe distance. 

I can’t explain exactly why I disregarded my father’s advice. Having luckily stumbled on Aunt 
Clara’s listing in the phone book, we arranged a meeting in Central Park, a spot that had by then become 
very dear to me. She probably had her own reasons for deciding not to invite me over. Whatever those 
may have been, she was definitely testing my trustworthiness as we sat on a bench alongside one of the 
park’s countless paths. After an amiable chat, we agreed that my aunt would absolutely have to come 
visit us in Brooklyn to see our place.

That first day, when I took Victoria back to her place, it didn’t even occur to me that Aunt Clara 
lives right nearby – just west of Central Park. As they say, it’s a small world!

Though I don’t know for sure why my father didn’t care much for his cousin, I have to admit that 
she was difficult to deal with. Like most women, she loved to talk, but in her case, the talking never 
ceased. On the bright side, her manner of speaking was incredibly beautiful and rich! When I talked to 
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her, I was amazed not only by the sophistication of her thoughts, but also by her ability to dress them in 
the most usual and elegant words. 

Truth be told, however, the years in America took their toll – her Russian speech bore at least the 
traces of English intonations, if not an actual accent. I can say with confidence that this was a woman 
with an enviable education. From the very first day of our acquaintance, I found myself drawn to her. I 
had very little in the way of free time. And yet, despite the fact that I was working myself to the bone, and 
studying at the same time to boot, I managed to spend some time with Aunt Clara once every two weeks. 
We would see each other every other Friday after work.

On closer inspection, my aunt really did turn out to be a bit strange. She was always afraid of some-
thing or other. As she walked down the street on my arm, she was always looking from side to side as 
though she was afraid that someone was following her. She had lived in America practically her entire 
life. Her father, my grandfather’s older brother, left Russia at the beginning of the 1920’s, when she was 
still a little girl. She never got married, and now found herself completely alone in her old age. 

For some time, she and my father had tried to maintain a correspondence, but the ever vigilant 
KGB did everything in its power to prevent Soviet citizens trapped behind the “Iron Curtain” from com-
municating with the outside world. At a certain point, contacts with American relatives became not 
merely dangerous, but simply impossible.

And now, finally, after so many years, we met in New York. Aunt Clara was thrilled to hear from 
me when I called, and after that first meeting in the park, practically fell in love with me. A week later, 
she was already visiting us in Brooklyn. Unfortunately, the very first conversation with my father ended 
in a quarrel, after which she unequivocally refused to talk to him again. 

Aunt Clara received some kind of retirement pension and each month, like every other elderly 
American, she would rush to the bank to check how much interest she had earned on her account. As far 
as I could tell, she didn’t socialize with anyone – she never even talked to my parents on the phone. I 
don’t know how people can offend each other so deeply, that they would choose to break off all contact 
with their own kin. But to my sincere regret, their relationship was never mended. It was really just a 
function of their personalities. My father was always irritable and temperamental, and his cousin wasn’t 
much better... 

Still, she grew inordinately attached to me and was always thrilled to have me over, loved chatting 
with me, and demanded that I call her every day. I did my best not to notice the eccentricities I men-
tioned earlier. I saw before my eyes an old woman who was so lonely that the very thought of it made me 
uncomfortable. 

The life she led couldn’t even properly be called life, just biding time without any purpose while 
waiting for death. And she was doing that here, in such a prosperous land as this! It’s just impossible to 
fathom. I never felt comfortable asking her about her past, and she never created openings for moving 
from more general topics to something more personal. 

Aunt Clara was so happy to have my company that it seemed as though she’d been waiting eagerly 
for my arrival all these years. She constantly told me that I was for her, the nearest and dearest person, 
and that she prayed constantly for my health and happiness. If it so happened that I didn’t have a chance 
to call her on any given day, she would call me herself and start berating me mercilessly. “You worthless 
so and so,” she’d say, “you have completely forgotten that I exist, made a sick, old woman spend her last 
dollar to call you on the phone.”

I’m sure that all of these peculiarities in her personality have their explanation. If we look back 
into the past, it becomes clear that for several generations before her, members of our family were com-
pletely deprived of any joy in their life. And where would such joys come from in the land where my an-
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cestors found themselves by sheer fate? First, there was the revolution... They had no choice but to ac-
cept life as it was or to run as fast as they could, wherever their feet took them, which is what Aunt 
Clara’s parents did. Then people started robbing those who enjoyed a more or less comfortable life. They 
shot the rich or sent them into exile God knows where, to set an example for the others. The country 
went through Civil War, pogroms, the red terror, crime and vigilantism after the war, then Stalin’s atroci-
ties. But life went on even under these nightmarish conditions. My parents, grandmothers and grandfa-
thers – they too had once been young, and like me, they’d wanted to live, to enjoy life, to breathe freely, 
and to forget about their dire surroundings. 

It’s so terrifying to think of all this. I was born after the war, but my parents had their fill of the 
misery of the times. How wise and prescient Aunt Clara’s parents were to wrest their child away from a 
country where tyranny, fear, and poverty reigned supreme, and where the powers that be thought of noth-
ing but their own self-interest, their own gain.  

My aunt wound up in a completely different environment, where everything exists to enable peo-
ple better to live and to enjoy life. Yet in her old age she wound up unhappy and alone. And this hap-
pened in a country, where democracy does not stop with the Party walls, where it really represents the 
essence of society. So what happened? Why was life so unkind to her, why was she deprived of the joys of 
life in America, why did this world around her never become her own? There are so many more “whys” 
but very few answers. 

Even the things she bought were strange. She asked me to accompany her to the grocery store and 
would buy two slivers of cheese, one banana, a cucumber and an apple. And she always used coupons of 
some kind to save twenty cents on the whole lot. I had trouble understanding this extra-economical re-
gime. Having done her shopping, Aunt Clara always rushed to get home. As I watched her, I couldn’t 
help but feeling that something was eating her up from the inside. I saw this and understood, even then, 
that her environment was not the issue. It was something more complex and more profound, and to un-
ravel it, I would need more than a year or two to spend in her company. 

“Let’s take a walk,” I would ask her at times. “It’s gorgeous out.”
“Oh no, don’t even think about it,” she’d always retort. “It’s dangerous to walk there. You never 

know who you might run into.” 
And it was that way with everything. She had long since considered me the closest of friends, told 

me some of her secrets, recounted to me how her neighbor from the seventh floor was trying to court her, 
but that she didn’t like him because he was too stingy. I could barely contain my laughter, knowing that 
she herself was stingy beyond belief. I tried so many times to invite her to the Russian restaurants that 
bustled on every corner in Brighton Beach, Brooklyn’s popular Russian neighborhood, so that she could 
get at least a taste of that carefree social atmosphere, to experience the expansive generosity of the Rus-
sian spirit, to which she also somehow belonged, whether she liked it or not. But all my efforts were in 
vain. 

“Respectable people don’t wander from restaurant to restaurant,” she told me sternly. “Respect-
able people should sit at home and save their money for a rainy day. Every so often, perhaps, they might 
go to the theater.”

And so we did go to the theater together, just once, though she spent much of the time complain-
ing that the tickets – which I myself had paid for – were too expensive, and that perhaps we could have 
seen the same thing on TV. In reality, she barely ever turned the TV on. She often complained that she 
didn’t feel well, and that she would die soon enough and free me of the burden of caring for her. She had 
no interest in my weak replies. Her face would take on a somber air, she would close her eyes, and pro-
nounce tragically:
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“When I die, you will remember me. Promise?”
I promised. What else could I do?
The day after I finally introduced myself to Victoria, I woke up refreshed with a renewed sense of 

purpose in life. Some pleasant aftertaste from the previous evening remained with me constantly. I 
quickly showered and rushed off to work. I liked Fridays. I got into a mode where it seemed that working 
was only optional. Having inspected my apartment the night before, I came to the conclusion that it re-
quired immediate and fundamental repairs. It doesn’t make any sense. I’m not at all poor, and yet, it 
never occurred to me before that it was time to buy myself a bigger apartment or perhaps even a house. 
The state of my home had never much concerned me, but today I suddenly saw everything in a new light. 
After taking one critical glance at my wardrobe, I decided I’d toss it all out and start from scratch at 
Bloomingdale’s or Sacks.

During a morning break, I called Aunt Clara to tell her that I’d definitely stop by to see her after 
work. Our conversations usually started with her complaining, asking when I’d finally meet a nice Jewish 
girl and bring her over so that Aunt Clara could bless our union. But this time, I heard only long beeps. I 
called again in an hour. Once again, nothing.

“What’s going on?” I started fretting. I’d never known her to leave her apartment for longer than 
half an hour. And even then, only to visit one of her neighbors. I called her again at the very end of the 
day. Again, no answer. I was getting really nervous now, thinking that something must have happened, 
but I refused to imagine the worst. After work, I jumped in a cab and rushed over to her place. I rang the 
doorbell. No one answered. Aunt Clara had just recently entrusted me with a set of spare keys. “Just in 
case, take these...” 

I opened the door, and just stood there, frozen to the spot. The smell in the apartment was intoler-
able; I had to cover my nose with my scarf. Aunt Clara was lying on her back in bed with her eyes wide 
open. How long had she been lying there, an hour, two, a whole day? The sight and the smell made me 
nauseous. I almost fainted. The putrid air bore the first traces of a body decomposing. I opened the win-
dows, and the apartment was filled with the sounds of bumper to bumper traffic. 

Here it is – death ... the way it is, mercilessly collecting its due. It makes no exception for the rich 
or the poor. It finds both the sick and the healthy, the famous and those that no one has ever heard of.

 Shaking off this avalanche of reflections, I dialed 911. The police and an ambulance arrived imme-
diately. They asked me something, asked for some identification. I answered on auto-pilot, showed my 
driver’s license. I still hadn’t come to grips with the fact that Aunt Clara was gone... My heart felt pain-
fully tight, my eyes filled with tears. Half an hour later, a representative from the funeral home showed 
up. The neighbor from the seventh floor had given me his number. He was also asking something, but I 
couldn’t think straight. I signed some papers. Then, two more people in white medical coats came in and 
laid her out on a stretcher, carried her out. The man from the funeral home was uncommonly consider-
ate and eager to help. Having promised to do everything just to my liking, he also took his leave of me.

I was finally left alone. I sat down on the dilapidated sofa in the living room and tried to imagine 
how her life had been all this time. It was a depressing line of thoughts. The apartment was dirty, there 
was dust everywhere, and it was obvious that no one had cleaned up here for months, perhaps even 
years. 

Why didn’t I notice it earlier? It never even occurred to me to pay attention to such trifles. When I 
visited her, I had only one thing on my mind – entertaining her, distracting her from her sad thoughts. I 
shivered with cold. All the windows were wide open, but the apartment was still saturated with that terri-
ble smell. I couldn’t stand being in there any longer, so I locked the door and went out into the street. 
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It was quite chilly, freezing even. I turned up my collar, stuck my hands in my pockets, and felt a 
piece of paper there. I pulled it out and realized it was Victoria’s business card. I walked into a pay phone 
and called her number. After a while, I finally heard her voice.

“Yes, hello...”
“Victoria?” I didn’t know why I was calling her of all people. But who else? Aunt Clara had no one 

in the whole world, and no one would have been saddened to hear my news. Perhaps only my father, de-
spite the sour relationship they had... 

“Listen... Didn’t I ask you not to...?” 
“No, no… Please, wait, don’t hang up on me,” I begged her. “Something terrible has happened. 

Please forgive me, I don’t know why I called you about it.”
“What happened?” she asked, with a note of worry in her voice.
“Oh no, it’s nothing...” I suddenly lost the urge to tell her everything. “Sorry, I’ll call tomorrow. No, 

I’m not sure I’ll be able to call you tomorrow. Well, bye,” I said and started hanging up the phone. 
“What’s going on with you? Where are you?”
“Where? Well, right nearby, in a phone booth two feet away from your place. That’s why I called,” 

I explained and cursed myself, not knowing how to untangle the mess I’d created. “Really, don’t worry, 
everything will be fine.”

“You should come up.”
Her words sounded like an order that I had no choice but to obey.
“Are you sure?” I was still resisting.
“I’m waiting for you.” The line went dead.
The building Victoria lived in was quite different from Aunt Clara’s. The doorman opened the door 

for me invitingly. The concierge politely inquired who I was visiting. I told him I was there to see Victo-
ria. He smiled, dialed the number, and, having gotten her confirmation, told me that I should go up to 
the fourth floor. Victoria was peering out from her apartment door when I got there and waved for me to 
come in. 

What I saw was a true palace compared to the little cell I’d been so proud of. I automatically took 
off my boots at the door and walked into the room, speechless with wonder at the luxurious sight before 
my eyes. That’s the only adequate way to describe what I saw. Victoria was perplexed when she saw me 
take off my shoes. She tried to explain that it was totally unnecessary because a cleaning lady came by 
twice a week to tidy the place up. But it was pointless to protest, so she simply walked over to the living 
room and invited me to join her.   

“Would you like to have a drink?” she asked.
“Gladly,” I admitted.
“What would you like?”
“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “The stronger the better.”
“Well, tell me what happened,” she said in a friendly way, but with some ironic subtext, as though 

she was expecting some trick in my answer. 
She poured me half a glass of scotch. I drank a bit, and felt the warmth of the whisky spreading 

pleasantly inside me. 
“You know, there are such strange coincidences in life. I don’t remember if I told you... My aunt 

lived very close to here ... just down the block. When I was seeing you home last night, I didn’t make the 
connection, but it dawned on me today. I visited my aunt often, almost every week. If I’d only known that 
you lived right here... You know, I wanted so badly to meet you.”

Victoria nodded, letting me know that it was time to explain what the matter was. 

5



“I was wrecking my brain trying to find you, and you were right here under my nose all along. 
Funny how these things happen?” I kept beating around the bush, trying to get some reaction out of her. 
Things were getting awkward. I was annoyed with myself for not knowing how to handle the situation. 

“I honestly wasn’t planning to call you today, and I definitely didn’t expect to come over,” I contin-
ued mumbling. “But my aunt died today... I was lost, and my first instinct was to call you... I’m sorry... 
Some strange impulse, I don’t even know how to explain it.”

I told her the whole sad story in a few words. Victoria was quiet, listened attentively and nodded 
her head. I couldn’t tell if she was genuinely sympathetic or merely being polite... She drank the wine 
from her glass in little sips. I just sat there, staring at my socks and pointlessly moving the ice around in 
my glass. I didn’t know what else to say. 

“I’d better go,” I finally said, tearing myself away from the comfortable armchair. 
Of course, I didn’t want to go at all. She was sitting right in front of me, the woman I desperately 

wanted, the one I’d been searching for my whole life, and my tongue seemed to be made of lead... I under-
stood that my being there was accidental and, more than that, inappropriate. What did Victoria, a suc-
cessful journalist, who showed some interest in me for some unknown reason, care about a lonely, miser-
able old woman who expired as quietly and unnoticeably as she’d lived... I should never have come here.

Victoria put the glass down on the table and got up.
“What a sad story,” she said empathetically. “What can I do to help?”
“Well, what is there to be done? I should probably spend a few days by myself. Then, when I’ve 

come to a little bit, I’ll definitely give you a call.”
She smiled and nodded. I felt that at the moment she genuinely felt for my aunt, whom she had 

never seen, and for me... 
“I’m really glad you stopped by. I mean it. I really do want to help you, but you won’t allow it...”
I felt these words draw me to her like a magnet. I understood that I had to pull her closer, to hold 

her in my arms immediately. No matter how hard I tried to control this surge of feeling, nature was 
stronger than my will. I hugged her and felt the shivers run up and down my spine. In those few seconds, 
the dormant voices within awoke and whispered to me: “Yes! It is her! This is the one!” The world started 
swimming before my eyes. I stumbled and could barely keep from falling over. She whispered: 
 “I know that you’re not like the rest.”

Victoria pulled away for a second, found the word she was looking for, grasped my shoulders, and 
continued:

“You’re the real thing! You are so natural, so human. You know what I mean? I trust you though I 
don’t have any idea what you’re really like. I feel you. Really and truly. You remember the first time we 
saw each other? I thought that something strange, inexplicable happened that day, and today it all seems 
perfectly clear.” 

“Well, it’s time for me to go,” I said dejectedly. “I’m prone to do something stupid again.” 
She nodded and saw me to the door. She held her cheek against mine and whispered:
“I’ll be waiting for you.”
In all the commotion, I’d completely forgotten to call my parents and remembered only much later 

than evening, when I got home. 
“Oh Lord, please forgive me,” my father grieved, thinking about how poorly his relationship with 

Clara had turned out.
The funeral was set for Sunday. Only a few people came. Her next-door neighbor, her neighbor 

from the seventh floor, my parents, the Rabbi from the synagogue she belonged to. And there was one 
other man, very well dressed, who came up to me after the ceremony and gave me his card:
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“My name is Martin Pride. I was Ms. Muchnik’s attorney. Please call me tomorrow at 10 a.m. I’ll 
be waiting. It’s very important.”

He slinked away while I was studying his card.
Aunt Clara was buried at the Jewish cemetery between Brooklyn and Queens. Turns out that she’d 

long owned the plot next to her parents’ graves at this cemetery. There were three marble headstones 
here that were almost identical. Two bore photographs of her parents, as I gathered from reading the last 
names, while the third had a picture of some young man with an unfamiliar name. I didn’t attach any sig-
nificance to it.

The rabbi recited Kaddish, and we stood for a few more minutes shivering in the cold before head-
ing to Brighton Beach, where it was always lively and peopled. We walked into a small Georgian café and 
remembered Aunt Clara’s life. My father was not himself. He had a couple of shots of vodka, came apart 
at the seams completely, and spent all night berating himself for having been so unfair to the old woman. 
It was all my Mom and I could do to try to console him. 

On Monday morning I called into work sick. After hanging up, I stretched out contentedly in my 
bed, enjoying the warmth and the pleasant feeling of not having to rush anywhere. But then, the reality 
of Aunt Clara’s death hit me once again, and my mood returned to its previous somber state. A person 
was – and then she isn’t anymore, but there will be no one to remember her but me. I dumped two tea-
spoons of instant coffee in my favorite mug, chewed on some stale cheese sandwich from the back of the 
fridge, and at ten o’clock, dialed Mr. Pride’s number. A woman answered the phone, briefly inquired who 
I was and what I was calling about, then suddenly the lawyer himself was on the line:

“Yes, yes, of course. You have to come to my office at noon today.”
“May I ask why?” I said, unable to understand the rush.
“The thing is that your aunt, Ms. Clara Muchnik, left a will, and you need to be there for the read-

ing.” 
“A will? What will?” I was absolutely taken aback by this turn of events. “There must be some mis-

take,” I protested. “What did my aunt have to leave behind? She never owned anything.”
While I was mumbling all this, Mr. Pride had apparently hung up.
I found 225 Broadway without any trouble, and was already sitting by the reception in Pride’s of-

fice at a quarter to noon. The office was top notch, beautifully paneled in wood and outfitted in sophisti-
cated, clearly expensive furniture. The phone rang. The secretary picked it up, nodded, and said some-
thing in return. Then she called out to me:

“You can go ahead. They are waiting for you.”
I walked into Pride’s enormous office, thinking all the while how strange it was that my poor aunt 

could have had any relation to all this. Pride was enthroned at a massive desk at the far wall of the office. 
To his right, there was a young man, wearing an elegant suit. On his other side there was an elderly 
woman whom I recognized to be Aunt Clara’s neighbor. The Rabbi I knew from the funeral was next to 
her.

“Everyone is now here. I am going to read the will. My assistant Mr. Lawrence Parf, who is right 
here, is going to be my witness. That is what the law requires. This is Ms. Kaufman, a neighbor of the de-
ceased, the venerable Rabbi Zelik Kaminsky. As you know, the late Ms. Clara Muchnik belonged to his 
congregation.”  

He indicated for me to sit down on a chair next to the old woman. I stared mutely at the shiny fin-
ish on the desk, and listened to Mr. Pride’s monotonous voice. The longer I listened to him, the more I 
felt I was losing my grip on reality... 

Meanwhile, Pride addressed the Rabbi:
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“Mr. Kaminsky.
“Yes, sir,” the Rabbi replied.
“Did you know the deceased, Ms. Clara Muchnik?”
“Oh yes! Of course,” the Rabbi smiled, “She was one of my congregants...” 
“In this document Ms. Muchnik expressed her wish to dedicate $50,000 to your synagogue. Please 

be so kind as to sign your name on this line,” Pride indicated the line. “And then again right here. Thank 
you very much, Rabbi.” 

Pride handed an envelope to the Rabbi, who was still smiling in confusion, then showed him to the 
door and wished him a good day.

He conducted the same procedure with the old woman, the neighbor. She also got a check for 
$50,000. At that point, she almost fainted. She stumbled out of the office as though she were sleepwalk-
ing, tears of grief or perhaps joy streaming down her wizened face. I myself was feeling shaky after hear-
ing those numbers. I was sitting there, frozen to the spot, afraid to move a muscle. I could tell from the 
way that Pride was looking at me that my turn had come, and I was all ears.

“Mr. Paul Teper,” he announced triumphantly, “Ms. Clara Muchnik bequeathed to you her savings 
in the amount of $1,743,291.13, which she had on deposit in several New York banks. You will also be in-
heriting two apartments that she owned, stock in Pfizer, the company where she once worked, as well as 
some valuable stock in several other companies. I have also been entrusted to render to you a key to a 
mini-safe at the bank, which I have been holding in your name. Please write you name down here, and 
sign below.” 

It seemed as though all this was happening in a dream. I examined the envelope containing a neat 
stack of certified bank checks and then the other envelope contained stock certificates that looked like 
the debt documents I’d once seen in my father’s possessions. I stumbled out to the reception area and col-
lapsed into a chair. 

“Are you unwell?” the secretary asked, sounding concerned.
“Well no, just the opposite, I guess,” I told her. “Please, a glass of water.” 
A few gulps later, I felt like a new man. It was very cold outside, and the frosty air helped me re-

turn to the real world. I started walking quickly and thought that it might be a good idea to catch a cab. 
Then I changed my mind, and hopped onto a bus as it was just arriving, heading in the direction of my 
little downtown apartment. 

Good Lord, I thought, I guess that’s Aunt Clara for you. But how can it be? Where can it be from? 
She lived like a pauper. Oh God! I just became a millionaire. Where’s the joy? Where is that sense of satis-
faction? This is what I’d always dreamed of. And now I have it in my grasp, that unspeakable good for-
tune, and I feel somehow sad. I almost missed my stop and literally jumped out of the bus as it was tak-
ing off. I remembered that my refrigerator at home was empty. I ducked first into a liquor store and 
bought a bottle of Hennessy. At the grocery store, I armed myself with an assortment of cheeses, cold 
cuts, and other fixings. Settling up at the register, I felt my mouth water in anticipation of the sad ban-
quet that was to come. 

I came home, changed into my gym clothes, poured myself a glass of cognac, and spread the feast 
out in front of me. I pulled out the photo album, and got comfortable in the chair. I don’t remember how 
that seemingly large bottle turned out suddenly to be empty. I was sitting there until late, looking at pho-
tographs of Aunt Clara and me when I first arrived in America. I looked at her album, which I’d grabbed 
while I was over, and saw her when she was just a girl, then a young woman. I felt very heartsick. 

Putting the photo albums aside, I started studying all the checks and stock certificates that were 
now mine, and quietly humming a famous song, that goes something like this:
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I show up to work on Friday,
  Tell my boss to go to hell.
  That’s the way I say hello,
  I’ve got no use for their dough!
  Drink on Saturday and on Sunday.
  Take a nap – then drink some more.
  Drink to my country, to other stuff too,
  And my dear aunt, I drink to you.
 
I woke up when it was just dawning. I’d been so drunk the night before that I never made to bed, 

passed out right where I was, and had a stiff neck to show for it. Nor did I have any luck trying to eek out 
a little more sleep. I got up, showered, shaved. I looked at the clock. It was almost 9 a.m. There was a 
business card for a broker in the envelope with the stock certificates. I dialed the number.

“Michael Reiss speaking,” a low voice responded.
I told him my story and asked him how much my stock was worth. He asked for a little time to get 

me the answer. I called a half an hour later.
“Some of the stock was bought at the end of the 1930’s, the rest a bit later,” Reiss explained. “To-

day your stock is worth about $4,000,000. Are you interested in selling it?”
“No, no thank you. God forbid,” I answered hastily, frightened by my own reaction.
“Alright then, please call if you need anything. I am always at your service,” he said pleasantly and 

hung up.
“Well, look at you, old chap. Getting wealthier by the hour,” I thought in amazement, trying to fuel 

in myself the feeling of boundless joy that I felt I’d been lacking until now. 
“I know I should be thrilled beyond belief,” I told myself. “This is just a gift from fate. I should be 

happy if, for no other reason, then because that’s what my aunt wanted, though she never knew happi-
ness in her own life, and left it as quietly as she had lived.” 

My frayed nerves were making me feel hungry. The remains of last night’s feast looked rather un-
appetizing after having been abandoned on the table overnight. I frowned in disgust and went to rum-
mage in the fridge. Unsurprisingly, I found nothing but spices and condiments. 

So I had to get dressed and go out. It was snowing, but the snow was so powdery, so translucent 
that it was a pleasure to feel the cool, fresh embrace of a winter day. Since my childhood, I had a habit of 
enjoying these chilly winter mornings, taking deep breaths and watching them transform before my eyes 
into perfect little while clouds. I was getting hungrier by the minute, my head was aching from last 
night’s cognac, but I decided I wouldn’t have breakfast until a bit later. 

A cab delivered me instantaneously to lower Manhattan, where New York’s largest banks cast shad-
ows on one another. I walked into Citibank and asked for a manager. A few minutes later, I was telling a 
Mr. Kessler my story, while he was carefully scrutinizing the documents, and nodding in approval. He fi-
nally looked up at me, waiting for me to complete the next thought, and said:

“The documents are in order, sir. Melanie will show you to your aunt’s safe. You will be able to 
take the safe box to another room where you can enjoy some privacy and decide what you would like to 
do next. Please take all the time that you need.” 

Melanie was a young, stately blonde with an appetizing behind. She was marching in front of me 
and swaying her hips quite professionally, yet with enough flare to arouse my healthy male instincts. I 
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took myself under control, and cast these unseemly thoughts aside. I remembered Victoria and felt 
ashamed of my own weakness. 

The box turned out to be quite heavy. Melanie smiled, indicated a door that led to a separate room, 
and said in a charming, velvety voice:

“You are welcome to come in here. You will be comfortable, I promise. This is our biggest room. If 
you need any help, please press this button.”

With this, she quietly closed the door behind her. When I opened the lock-box, I had to take an ex-
tra deep breath to stop myself from screaming out loud. It was filled with stacks of bills, tightly packed 
and tied with rubber bands. From the looks of it, they had been lying there for a very long time. At the 
very top was a sealed envelope with my name on it.

 Down below, there was a rectangular box with another rubber band around it. I opened it. I 
was overwhelmed with emotion, felt as though I was intruding into another person’s life. The contents of 
this little box, just a few objects, reminded me of a museum collection. I took into my hands two identical 
heart-shaped gold medallions and opened them with trepidation. There were photographs on both sides. 
The first was of a beautiful young woman. It took some effort to recognize Aunt Clara in her image. The 
second portrayed a young man who looked somehow quite a bit like me. The photographs in one of the 
medallions were blurry, as though they’d been washed out with water, while in the other one they were 
crisp, as though they’d been developed yesterday.

There were also two identical little burgundy jewelry boxes from the well-known Weinberg Broth-
ers company. They looked practically new. Next to those was a green box with the same emblem, but this 
one was a little bigger. I carefully opened the burgundy boxes. They contained two new, shiny gold wed-
ding bands that looked as though they’d never been touched. I felt the beads of sweat gather on my fore-
head, then start coursing down my temples. I was flushed, my hands were shaking, and my brain simply 
refused to function. In the bigger green box, I found a beautiful, imposing diamond ring. At the very bot-
tom of the box, I found four photographs. One of them portrayed a young man and woman with a little 
girl of about five, standing shyly between them. On the other side, I read the inscription: “The Muchnik 
family, 1922.”

The next photograph was of Aunt Clara, young, beautiful, and smiling as though she was the happi-
est woman in the world. On the back side, I read: “To Henry, my only love. Clara Muchnik. 1939.”

A young man was looking out at me from the next photograph. He must have been close to thirty, 
confident, impeccably dressed. His slicked down hair, fashionable in those days, and his neatly trimmed 
moustache made him look like an elegant man in keeping with his times. On the reverse, I read:

“Clara, my dearest! I cannot wait for that special day when you and I can finally see each other 
again. I have so much to tell you. I always feel the warmth of your hands and lips, and it seems to me 
that you and I have never been apart. I only pray for God to give us patience to wait until we can be to-
gether for all eternity. Yours, Henry. 1940.”

 The fourth photograph was no longer black and white. It was of none other than me standing 
together with Aunt Clara. I remember how her neighbor took that picture so she’d have something to re-
member the day by. I’d never seen it before. We were standing in Central Park. I had my arm around her 
shoulder, and she was leaning against me with unusual warmth and tenderness, and with a joyful smile 
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on her face that I’d somehow never noticed before. On the other side, she had written the date herself: 
“New York. 1988.”

 At the very bottom of the box, I found yellowing sheets of paper, covered with dense writing, 
and lovingly bound together with string. “These must be the love letters Aunt Clara and Henry wrote to 
each other,” I thought. 

I didn’t have the strength to pursue this epistolary romance just yet. My head was spinning, and 
my body was overcome with some strange and overwhelming weakness. I took the batch of letters and 
the envelope with my name on it, but didn’t have the heart to read that either. I thought it might be wiser 
to do that at home. I opened the door, and called Melanie over, forgetting completely about the bell she 
had shown me. I told her, I’d come back another time. I must have seemed a little off or peaked because 
she gave me a concerned look, but must have decided against asking me what was the matter. 

 “My dear Paul!
 If you are reading this, it means that I am no longer with you. You will probably be sur-

prised to learn that your old, senile, aunt was quite a wealthy woman. I actually don’t know myself 
how that came to be. It started while my father was still alive. He and my mother worked very hard 
and put everything aside for my wedding. I never told you this, but once, a very long time ago, I was in 
love with an amazing young man. His name was Henry. 

Yes! That was love! The real thing, not like it is these days. But a terrible tragedy put it all to an 
end. A few days before our wedding, he drowned. People said that someone drowned him off Coney Is-
land on purpose, because he was a communist. And who would get in the water of their own free will in 
New York in October? I don’t even know how I survived it. I could never fall in love again. And so I’ve 
spent my life alone... Talked to myself a great deal before you appeared in my life.

 Even the money, I was just saving it out of inertia because that’s what my father taught me. 
Of course, he was saving it for me, and when Henry died, he continued to hope that someone else would 
come along, but no one ever did. Up until his dying breath, he held my hand and cried. And then, my 
mother passed on too, quietly, unnoticeably, as though they’d never even lived.

 You can’t even imagine how my life has changed since you became a part of it. You look so 
much like my Henry... I would have died long ago if it wasn’t for you. Your father is a good man, but he 
reminded me of my grandfather. They were both crude, cold people. In my whole life, I never heard a 
single word of kindness issue from his lips. And you are such a kindred spirit, so caring, so different 
from the rest of them. I am very sad that I didn’t live long enough to see you get married. I would have 
loved to give you and your bride a wedding gift. But alas... What can you do? I know that you will be 
happy. You will recoup all the happiness I lost, my parents lost, your parents too. You are different, 
completely different... 

 My dear nephew! Don’t forget your slightly batty old aunt. Remember always that you are 
the best among us, and that is why you must be happy in life. I want nothing more than that. I love you 
very much, and so long as I know that you remember me, my soul will be at peace. Come visit my 
grave once in a while, at least once a year. 

Yours always, Aunt Clara...”

 All day, I didn’t feel like myself. I really wanted to read the correspondence between her and 
Henry, the man to whom I just found out I was deeply indebted for my newfound well-being. But I put 
off the reading once again. I had to calm down, collect myself, but I just couldn’t. I tossed and turned the 
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entire night. The next day, I spent reading and re-reading my aunt’s letter, still unable to believe all that 
had happened.

 I’d have liked to call Victoria, and tell her how I’d suddenly become a wealthy man, but some-
thing made me pause. I was afraid she’d misinterpret my motives.

 Toward the evening, I went to the cemetery.
 No, I wasn’t mistaken. That had been his grave. The headstone clearly read: Henry Fuchs. He 

was born in 1911, and died in 1940. And the rest: “Beloved, unforgettable...” So they are finally laid to rest 
side by side, for all eternity. 

I ordered a tombstone for her that was just like the other three. I affixed her photograph to it, then 
one I’d found in the safe. And now, every year, on the day of her death, I come to her grave and talk to 
her as if she were alive and able to hear me. I even think sometimes that I can hear her voice. I know that 
no matter what happens, until my legs give out, I will go there every year, and not because she made me 
her heir, no. 

I’ll go there to remember her because she was the one who taught me to understand that each per-
son must have his own values in life, and must know how to honor them, the way she honored and cher-
ished her love for Henry Fuchs.
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