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Girl Golem

The night they blew life into her, she clung

bat-like to the womb-wall. A girl golem,

a late bonus, before the final egg dropped.

She divided, multiplied, her hand-buds bloomed;

her tail vanished into its coccyx and the lub-dub

of her existence was bigger than her nascent head.

She was made as a keep-watch,

in case new nasties tried to take them away.

The family called her tchotchkele, their little cnadle,

said she helped to make up for lost numbers –

as if she could compensate for millions.

With x-ray eyes, she saw she was trapped

in a home for the deaf and blind, watched them

blunder into each other’s neuroses. Her task,

to hold up their world, be their assimilation ticket,

find a nice boy and mazel tov – grandchildren!

But she was a hotchpotch golem, a schmutter garment

that would never fit, trying to find answers

without a handbook. When she turned eighteen,

she walked away, went in search of her own kind,

tore their god from her mouth.


Golem: man made from clay and Kabbalistic spells, by rabbis to protect Jews from persecution. Truth: [image: image] was written on his forehead and God’s name on his tongue. Tchotchkele (diminutive of tchotchke): a trinket, a cute child. Mazel tov: good luck. Cnadle: a dumpling. Schmutter: a rag.




Sweety Pie

We always wanted a girl,

but you weren’t the kiss-curl kind.

Grubby-kneed, nosepicker.

You tore the frocks grandma made.

You answered back. How rude.

You dimpled nicely though, when pressed

with a finger and grandma had big teeth.

She kept them in her pocket.

We told her to slip them in,

as you popped the oven on –

just a teeny shove.


Three Piece Suite

Mother, the rickety chair, teeters;

needs a wedge to steady her.

A chair from the Old Country,

carried on backs, luggage racks, smuggled

across borders. Father, a wooden

ironing board, hides in the under-stairs

cupboard, lost in the hiss of his steam-iron,

whistle of hearing aids and bash of his klomper.

Grandma, the leathery pouffe, smells

of olives, lemon tea and shit on shaky fingers.

Between chair, ironing board and pouffe,

I, their tailor’s cushion, bristle with pins.


Klomper: a wooden block tailors used to bash out creases, when pressing garments.




Bedtime

The man behind the wardrobe gloops like hot Marmite. I try to ignore him then say in my loudest voice MY DADDY’S A POLICEMAN AND HE’S IN THE NEXT ROOM except he’s not and he’s deaf. Branch-fingers scratch to get in and the chimney moans. I know when it’s the really-dark because I can’t hear the TV anymore and there’s only me. Just when I’m almost asleep the wall behind my head starts yelling, YOU BULLY…DON’T YOU YELL AT ME…BASTARD! I put my fingers in my ears till I’m falling asleep… then wall starts up again.

I tight squeeze my eyes for my friends Toad, Ratty and Tigger to rescue me. We get into Toad’s Chitty Bang car and fly off through the sky which is soft and quiet. We loop-de-loop the happy-face moon. We play catch-stars and splash glitter all over the really-dark chanting, POOP POOP! until the shouting’s stopped and I go to sleep.


Our Usual Walk

She gets it from me–

my smile, says mum.

My nose, says dad.

I’m the actress, says mum.

Well, I’m the artist, says dad.

Daughter-in-the-middle tries

to elbow them apart.

Dad says, I have to be close,

I can’t help being deaf.

Mum-with-her-short-legs says,

I can’t keep up.

Daughter tightens her lips,

her eyes fixed ahead.


Tradition

The Mohel wraps the tiny penis,

gives a finger of wine for baby to suck.

A dentist by trade, this is his special calling

removing foreskins with a v shaped blade

satisfying God’s strange need

for all those bits of skin.

With new grandchild on his knee,

father turns ashen.

The women stand behind a curtain,

or in the kitchen, wait to catch falling men.


Mohel: a man who performs circumcision




Jew-a-lingo –

Code-switching for Jews– 1970 edition

Lesson 1 – At Home

- Emphasise emotions with vivid gestures.

- Always answer a question with a question.

- Angst is compulsory, as is qvetch and guilt.

- Joke in the old tongue. Smack lips round schlep, lobbes, schlemozzle.

Lesson 2 – At Mealtime

- It is usual to talk over each other with your mouth full.

- Expect more than you can eat.

- Learn to tolerate cold, chopped and boiled, gefilte fish – it’s tradition.

- Compare Mother’s strudel with Mrs Lipman’s.

- When guests are present, grill them with personal questions.

Lesson 3 – Away From Home

- Avoid loud colours and remarks.

- Avoid complaining or personal feelings

- Avoid acting like a nebech-dicker victim.

- Avoid acting like a banker’s wallet or a vegan-leftie.

- Yes both. You think I invent these meshuggah slurs?

Lesson 4 – In Social Situations

- When refused membership to local societies e.g. the golf club, apologise.

- If they call you Jew girl or ask what you do for Christmas, smile.

- Choose only words that are Formica-smooth.

- Never make a drama out of a trifle.

- Never dominate the conversation.

- Try not to interrupt. Try harder.

- Beware, those colour-coded smiles conceal teeth.


Qvetch: complain. Schlep: drag, haul. Shmendrik: a fool. Lobbes: a good for nothing (Polish). Schlemozzlel: a row. Nebech-dicker: pathetic person. Meshuggah: crazy.
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