Her nane is Ilona. The other children at school call her Snellona. She is not
me, but | have been her. Here are the things |I remenber nost clearly:

She lives in a townhouse in Washington D.C. with her nother and younger

br ot her, whose bangs are al ways cut crooked. It is the seventies. She and her
brother wear clothes they will later call hideous in photographs, but now,
today, they are not hideous, because brown is still a respectable color. They
are playing under the cherry trees. The bl ossons are everywhere, |lying on the
asphalt in heaps like pink snow

In the kitchen drawer are silver spoons, smuggled in socks, the sleeves of
paj amas. They are heavy, dulled with use. They are ol der than her nother, her
grandmot her. One is nuch worse for having slipped into the garbage di sposal
In the kitchen cabinet are nmargarine tubs, nore than ten, perhaps nore than
twenty, washed clean, ready in case the world runs out of margarine tubs.
Don't laugh. It could happen

Since Ilona turned seven, she has been haunted by her nother's ghosts. Once,
|ate at night, she saw a train conductor coning out of the bathroom

"Do you have your visa?" he asked her

She shook her head. She was in a pink nightgown, and her feet were bare. The
fl oor was col d.

"Then you can't cross the border," he said, |ooking down at her sternly.
"You'll have to get out here, and speak to the station master."

She nodded. She really needed to go to the bathroom but she was afraid that
if she tried to slip past him he would grab her. Then she woul d scream and
her not her woul d wake up. She woul d have to explain that she had had a

ni ght mare. She could never tell her nother that she had seen her ghosts.

Once, when she was sitting at the kitchen table doing her homework, a man in a
green plaid suit said to her, "You can't go to nedical school. You' re not
qualified."

She stared at his tie, which had a pattern of wheat sheaves and small
tractors. H s neck turned red. Above his nustache, his cheeks and nose al so
turned red.

"Why haven't you joined the Party?" he asked with barely suppressed rage. She
had not known that a question could sound so angry. She was afraid he was
going to slap her.

After he di sappeared, she could not think about her honmework. |nstead, she
went out to the back garden and sat on the bricks, staring at the ivy that
grew up the sides of the house. Sonetinmes sparrows built nests there, anong
the | eaves, and in the nornings, especially, the ivy cheeped and stirred. Last
spring, one of the stray cats had brought a baby sparrow in to breakfast and
laid it down on the linoleum Ilike a gift.

At first she thought the stray cats were ghosts. They canme in the evenings and
sat on the bricks in the back garden. She would take themup to her bedroom
After they had stayed in her bedroomfor three days, living on mlk and
chicken | eft over fromthe paprikas, they were allowed to stay.

Sonetimes they di sappeared as nysteriously as they had come. These, she
deci ded, where ghost cats fromthe streets of Budapest. But others stayed, and
during her childhood there were nmore and nore cats, sitting on the sofa,



scratching the I egs of the dining roomtable, curling beside her when she
slept at night, one on her feet, one at her side, one with his chin on her
shoul der, purring into her ear. In the niddle of the night, he liked to pul

her hair with his claws. She would wake up, and that was when, nore often than
not, she would see the ghosts.

At first, she thought the voice on the tel ephone was a ghost. "Traitor!" it
said. "We're comng to take your children. Wiy did you | eave your parents?
They m ss you, your husband nmisses you. We'll put you in prison, with rats,

and sewer water seeping over the floor!"

Soon after, they noved to the country. Her brother began a series of

col l ections: stones fromthe streanbed, insects, a selection of rusted nails.
He kept themin shoe boxes, in his closet. The insects crawl ed out. Spiders
began to spin webs in the corners of his room Sonetines they would eat dinner
with fireflies crawming over the ceiling. The stray cats kept |eaving

hal f-eaten caterpillars on the stairs.

More than once, Ilona saw her grandnother, an old woman with short gray hair
and delicate wists. As a girl, she had studied art. Later, she had been
forbidden to sell her paintings. They arrived at holidays wapped around boxes
of chocol ates. Her nother hung themin every room of the house, even the

bat hroom If you stood close, you could still see creases where her nother had
i roned the folds.

She al ways appeared as a thin wash, |ike one of her watercolors of the |ight
over Lake Bal aton. Through her, Ilona could see the banister, the dining room
table, the swing hanging froman oak tree in the garden

Once, she thought she saw her father standing by the oak tree. He was wearing
a uniform like the train conductor but with a red star on his cap. She
t hought he | ooked handsomne, but he vani shed quickly.

There is sonething | have forgotten to tell you. Wen she was twelve and stil
living in Washington D.C., day after day for a period of three nonths she saw
tanks driving down the streets. On her way to school, on her way to the
dentist. During these nonths, she could not sleep. She threw up everything but
a slice of birthday cake at a party for a girl from school. She |ost weight
and devel oped dark circles under her eyes. Her nother took her to the doctor
She began to believe she was turning into a ghost.

You are angry with nme. You say, this is not a story. It is nmerely a series of
scenes, and of manufactured scenes at that. Your name is not Ilona. You never
saw your nother's ghosts.

And of course you are right. \Wien Il ona was seventeen, her nother died of
breast cancer. After that, she never saw ghosts. Her brother grew up to be a
famous entonol ogist. He is now a professor at Harvard. She grew up to be a
witer, but not of stories. She wites about art, and sometimes architecture.
She woul d never wite this story, so | amwiting it for her

My nother did not die. Last year, she finished |law school. My brother, a
conput er progranmer, went to her graduation. They live by the ocean in
California, where it is always sunny.

| rarely see them | am haunted by ghosts, invisible, inpalpable: the ghosts
of silver spoons and margarine tubs, the snmell of paprikas cooki ng on Sunday
aft ernoons. The ghost of a country.

Sonetimes, in nmy Boston apartment, | see her: the ghost of ny nother, walking



al ong the hallway, running her fingers over the piano. | see her fromthe
back, wearing a dress with Iight blue and white checks. She made us both
dresses out of that fabric, in Brussels. Once, a policenman stopped to ask ne,
with a wink, if I liked taking walks with my ol der sister.

When | see her, she is always wal king away fromnme. And her back tells ne,
some things you can't understand, even by witing about them



