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PROLOGUE

The Last Flight

There never was going to be a right way to write this book. Memoirs—God what a chilling thud the word has with its suggestion of a sequence of banal insights. Years ago, sitting in Claridge’s tea room in London, a publisher intent on dragging a book out of me said I should write mine as fiction. “You’ll find it easier,” he said. At the time, neither of us had the faintest idea of what troubles lay ahead for me, which would read like fiction no matter what the genre.

The dozens of memoirs I’d like to read, of fascinating, inaccessible lives full of contradiction and great achievement, rarely make the page, probably because the putative memoirists are too busy achieving: Marie Curie, Clara Schumann, Joan of Arc, Catherine de Medici, or even Coco Chanel—whose demi-memoir was carefully constructed like her work, all scissored skills hiding the body beneath. The Dowager Empress Maria Theresa of Austria, mother of sixteen surviving children including Marie Antoinette, was tied up running the Holy Roman Empire for forty years while she jotted down her thoughts, unfortunately scattered in letters and archival sources, not always translated and full of anachronistic words. George Orwell said he wouldn’t dream of writing his because “in an autobiography you had to tell absolutely the whole truth.”

Memoirs of survival under god-awful circumstances attracted me for different reasons as I aged. When you are reasonably young and reading Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn or Primo Levi, the notion of facing death is hellishly exciting, largely because you neither understand death nor feel its existence. Death, insofar as you grasp it, is that chalky-whitefaced man with a scythe and sort of black headgear popping up in an Ingmar Bergman film. Death exists to be romantically invoked— rather like an interesting piece of fabric worn to emphasize very alive, pretty eyes. When you are old, about the last thing you want to see coming around the corner is a damn scythe. One clings to false teeth and thinning bones with unbecoming tenacity.

Nothing in my own life has been sufficiently original to please me. Pamela Winefred Paget, later Lady Glenconner, is the sort of woman I should like to have been if, as was evident early on, I couldn’t be an Anna Pavlova, Golda Meir, Edith Wharton, or latterly in this post-gender world, a Tom Stoppard, Dmitri Hvorostovsky or Woody Allen sans the Mia thing.

Pamela, daughter of an amateur scientist, took part in her aristocratic father’s experiments by throwing herself off an omnibus backwards as it went along London’s Park Lane at thirty miles an hour, to demonstrate his theory that the force of air behind her would see that she landed safely on her feet, which she did. She also had treacle poured in her ears, which led to his invention of a very successful sign language. Later, with her mother Lady Muriel, she helped newly born Czechoslovakia get on its feet, and then turned to rescuing distressed British subjects from Soviet Russia with special attention to dental care for the elderly, an area too few of us think about in our charitable giving. This is a life worth living if you have no special talent in some field of human endeavour. Admittedly, such a life requires a bit of luck in the parentage you get. As yet beyond one’s control.

My own parentage neither added to nor subtracted from my chances of an original life. Both parents deviated from the ordinary only in ways that were largely unhelpful to me apart from their dollop of physical attractiveness. My birth coincided with World War Two’s outbreak, but the sole discomfort I suffered came from the British government’s commendable determination to see wartime children grow up straight-limbed and strong. This meant the nightmare of the brown bottle and tablespoon of cod liver oil every morning, together with something vile pretending to be orange juice. So while the Luftwaffe bombed the bejesus out of Great Britain, I was happily playing in London’s greenbelt, hanging out with the blood red poppies in my grandparents’ garden planted around our small Anderson corrugated-iron bomb shelter.

Those poppies stayed all summer and I rather dwelled on them at bedtime. They were sleeping like me, perfectly safe, with petals closed up so the planes overhead couldn’t hurt them. There was other life outside that I worried about, most especially the butterflies with their kaleidoscope wings folded tightly under night skies lit with the red glow of explosions over London. We had fields full of silver-studded blues and purple emperors at the end of our lane. Wading into waist-high grass and seeing clouds of rainbow colours flutter up before me was a walk through the looking glass to a world of heart-stopping beauty. “No danger,” said my grandfather in his role as our local air-raid warden when I voiced little fears about these enchanted insects flying high into propellers, “They can dive-bomb better themselves.”

Seventy years later, those butterflies, or at least their butterfly relatives, became a living metaphor to explain my life. At first I felt uneasy putting that down on the page, as if this figure of speech were too neat—a contrivance or simply a writer’s device. In the end, the image turned out to be pretty much on the mark.

The war ended. By five, I could read and write quite well, blessed with a Russian-born grandmother who had been a schoolteacher. Less than ten years later, our family emigrated, in this case mother, sister, a stepfather I adored and a less divine, red-faced baby half-brother. My butterflies stayed behind. In Canada they lived somewhere else, certainly not on the bright new homes of the government-assisted housing estate we moved to in steel-town Hamilton, with gardens that were still only piles of bulldozed earth. I’d run about looking for them, but all I saw were painted ladies and red admirals, alone or sometimes in pairs, never clouds of them, and anyway they were wearing rather ordinary city uniforms. Their magic had been taken from them, just as my childhood had been left behind in England. All I brought with me—apart from my treasured school mackintosh, beret and a few books from the hundreds of cheap Penguin and Pelican editions that had lined our London shelves—was a vague feeling that I would be a writer.

I wrote to be clever and impress my father. I wrote because I was lonely and the enjoyment of writing and pasting together a make-believe local newspaper was a good game for a small child in 1940s and ’50s postwar England. I wrote to explain why music made me cry and burying dead birds in the garden did not. I wrote to win book tokens in children’s magazines, to keep busy and not irritate my mother, who, when the war was over and her London job with the Red Cross finished, found me a bit in the way.

Having long come to terms with the failure to meet my own writing ambitions, why I write seems far less important now than the worry of why anyone would read these memoirs. I am white. I am Jewish. I am female but not one of the “sisterhood.” And I am seen to be reasonably well off. Chronicles of the Damned, really. And that’s just for starters.

I have become a misshapen piece of work that is the object either of derision or of indifference. By now there has been sufficient material published in newspapers, magazines, books, and film and television scripts concerning my husband and myself that I am genuinely and though God knows I hate to use the word, “authentically” unsure of what I am. I doubt anyone can credit confusion about oneself, but believe me, you do finally arrive there. I can’t say whether it is after the fifteenth or the fiftieth negative article or the third or the fourth chapter of one of the half-dozen books that dissect you with a hacksaw, but at some point you leave outrage behind and a worm constricts your chest. You see the person they are describing and look at yourself. While you know their “facts” and “anecdotes” are more often than not total fiction and the function of some need to make a quick buck or name for themselves after a magpie run through the clippings, you also know with an awful dread that there are genuine facts about yourself they don’t know that probably are monstrous and every bit as nasty. Things get muddled then—you want to scrape their mud off yourself but find in the process you are throwing some of your own back on. Ultimately, there’s no justification for writing these memoirs other than to set the record straight, to rationalize the whole endeavour by clinging to the notion that even imperfect, highly flawed people can be interesting and perhaps their experiences might help someone, although frankly I can’t see myself as a Florence Nightingale for the confused-female set.

The allegories I draw from nature are my second nature. Wherever life blew me, I could usually find my way to a copse, although the most difficult place of all was Florida’s flat empty land surrounding its prisons. It was in Florida, at a stop on the way to the weekly prison visit with my husband, that I saw my first Monarch butterfly. You couldn’t miss it in that bright early-morning sunscape of trash cans and crumpled paper cups, so intense the colours and so large its wings as it did a parabola over a little triangular patch of wildflowers growing off to the side of the service area at Turkey Point on Interstate 95. I suppose by then I was emotionally strung out with those 4:30 a.m. drives to Federal Correctional Institution Coleman and the knowledge of the visit ahead. The butterfly was a moment of loveliness in a horrible place. But now I looked at it with an adult’s knowledge of the dark, not the bright and beautiful world of a child.

My husband finds it odd that I get help in difficult times by immersing myself in the universe of people who lived in sheer hell, like the 1946 memoir of Władysław Szpilman’s two years hiding in Warsaw, memorialized in Ronnie Harwood’s Oscar-winning script for Polanski’s movie The Pianist, or the diaries of the Jewish professor Victor Klemperer, who lived through the war in Dresden. He thinks it slightly mad, certainly idiosyncratic, to cheer oneself up by soaking in human atrocities, war and persecution.

From that first sighting in Florida, the Monarch’s story became an active part of my library of desperate lives. From its birth to its death is almost always a blink, a near-hopeless gamble against tractors tearing up their milkweed, wasps and tachinid flies parasitizing their bodies, and humans with chemicals of destruction. For the one out of a hundred eggs that survives to adulthood, a full life may be eight weeks of sun and nectar. Then there is the final progeny—the single miraculous generation of monarch butterflies born at summer’s end.

This fluttering eighth of an ounce of invisible stamina will fly some 3,200 kilometres from Canada to an oyamel fir tree in a mountain sanctuary in Mexico, without aid of a Baedeker, GPS or any previous visit, and at the mercy of food shortages, winds and temperature drops. The entire journey is a Death Valley ultramarathon. And though almost every human being under the sun has their own difficult journey, often tragic, few can ever capture in writing the uniqueness of the experience. Our literacy can’t quite equal the mute Monarch’s display, no matter how we cloak ourselves in colourful wings of language.

Perhaps my interest was sparked by some emotional transference— certainly the Monarchs I raise each summer from collected egg to butterfly are about the closest I’ll ever come to giving birth. That moment, seconds only, when the newborn Monarch comes out of its cage clasping your finger, then with one glance, a quick check of fluttering wings, and the life you have reared flies to freedom. Perhaps it is a function of old age, paying tribute to the determination needed to physically battle on. After the long journey to Mexico, after three months hanging on through storms and drought, the very same butterflies—wings often torn—come down the mountain to get water. Their colour is faded but the gossamer structures still beat against air. Destiny is irresistible. They must find the ground to mate and the milkweed to lay eggs, so having refreshed themselves, they rise up once more on battered wings towards cloud and sun to make one last flight— to create new life at the point of death. It will need three or four generations to make the same journey back that the miracle autumn generation travelled in one go.

My husband and I went through a good seventeen years of difficulty. Hades for us; nothing so apparently dramatic for the onlooker. “You must write about what happened,” my acquaintances blithely say to me. “I can’t wait to read it,” says the publisher discreetly, not referring to the heavily lapsed contract. Tell us, who are your tachinid flies, who are the human predators? Tell us how it felt to have your own metamorphosis from fame to infamy, “Cut to the chase and give us the real story,” they all say, and I know they want good upscale gossip, names, horrors that have remained unspoken, perhaps a betrayal or two of my husband.

A writer, though, writes for herself and by herself. No matter how much we want to satisfy readers, the mind veers off to its own interests. And I write now from a brain not helped, I suspect, by the years of medicines I chose to take, stimulants of one sort or another to keep it working—helpful aids unavailable to butterflies. This book is simply an account of a woman’s life that, like a migrating Monarch, ran into a late autumn storm that continued with droughts and predators to this, the very last flight.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

Vera’s Secrets

There must be a way to get past the childhood years, so tedious for the reader unless you are reared by a troop of gorillas or have the writing skills of Émile Zola. Mine started in Chorley Wood, Hertfordshire—evacuated to my grandparents’ home at the beginning of the Second World War—a safe place for a Jewish child in 1940’s Europe.

“Doesn’t she read yet?” asked the man they called Harold, who turned out to be my father, on leave after escaping from a prisoner-of-war camp in Italy.

“Darling, she’s only three and a half.”

“Can she play anything, ‘Chopsticks’ at least?” he asked, sitting at the piano. I remember the sounds and watching his hands fly over the keys but not much more.

We moved back to our battle-scarred house in Hendon, in North West London—my baby sister, my mother Vera and Doris, a part-time scullery maid. The ceilings were cracked and a few windows gone, but the apple tree at the end of the small garden and the bird bath were still there. Harold never came home when the war was over. The postwar divorce was loud. Neither parent particularly wanted “the children,” but someone had to bring us up, so we were made wards of the court in the custody of my mother.

Vera wore bright jumpers and lipstick and laughed with the lodgers we sometimes took in. She was busy dating, and my sister, Ruth, was often away in a convalescent home—she was quite unwell as a child—so it was helpful all around to send me somewhere just for a night or two so the house could be kinderfrei. I never knew the people in whose homes I found myself but they were all kind to me, possibly friends of my mother or friends of a friend. This presented the usual childhood problems. Whenever I went to sleep in unfamiliar surroundings, my great fear was that I might need to go to the lavatory and wouldn’t know where it was. If I left my room at night to search the strange house, I was afraid the people I was staying with would hear me and send me home with a note to my mother that I was a nuisance and “selfish”—a label my mother used whenever I did anything out of order.

The other problem was the presence of ticking clocks. The ticking would get louder and louder, insistent as it went on. Put in a bedroom I had not slept in before in a house I did not know, and the clocks would burst upon me, hidden in places I could not find at first, like concealed little bombs. I would lie with eyes open anticipating the next dreaded tick with its elongated tail of reverberation, hoping for it to end, but I couldn’t muffle the ones outside my bedroom and the ticking never entirely stopped.

Even so, I almost preferred being in an unfamiliar house to my home on the nights my mother went out and left me alone. The metered gas fire in my bedroom having burned out a shilling’s worth and no longer giving off the warm yellow-red light, the house empty and dark, I was too frightened to move. Fear came washing down through the suffocating black of nighttime. I was in a coffin and the lid was closing slowly down upon me.

“Don’t be so silly,” my mother would say when I told her how frightened I was alone at night. I have no idea where I had seen a coffin—a film, perhaps, or in my mind’s eye, listening to an Edgar Allan Poe story on the BBC. But at night that wooden dark lid materialized. If I had not been so paralyzed with fear, I knew I could have touched it—poised above as it was, coming to crush out breath and life at an agonizingly slow pace.

Apart from these wrinkles, childhood was perfectly pleasant. I dreamed that one day I would be a radiant beauty, if not quite a violet-eyed Elizabeth Taylor then certainly with the delicate wide-eyed allure of a Vivien Leigh, who had made a deep impression on me when I first saw her at the Gaumont Cinema in Hendon Central in Caesar and Cleopatra.

I took it for granted that I would grow glorious breasts like London’s nude Windmill Girls, who my grandmother took me to see in matinee performances in the late 1940s. “Heroines,” said Grandma. “They were nude every night of the Blitz, darling. Hitler himself couldn’t make them put their clothes on. Have another boiled sweet, dear,” she would say, offering a rare treat in those postwar days of rationing and binary burlesque.

I wanted to be “so attractive,” which was how I heard people speak of my mother, although her large grey eyes deep-set above high cheekbones, her tiny waist, full bosom and perfect legs were, in my father’s family, taken as unmistakable signs of shallowness. The word clever was worshipped by them both as the highest praise and the most decisive put-down. “So clever,” my aunt would say sarcastically if I made a remark she considered pert. My blood would drain. At night in bed I worried about how to become cleverer. This focus on clever would unfortunately become something of a problem for me in adult life, when I realized that my intellectual ambitions were greater than my intellectual muscle.

My mother wanted to raise me properly, which included ballet and piano lessons, extremely commendable on her part, but the grim little truth was that eventually the ballet teacher would ask for my two and sixpence in front of the other little girls and I didn’t have it. I would carry home notes about unpaid fees. I was instructed to please my father, on our infrequent custody visits, with my school marks, my appearance and my piano playing so that he would send us more money. I needed no instruction. Dancing for approval was a natural instinct.

We just needed a bit more of it, and if the walls of the Hendon house weren’t quite as wretched as those in D.H. Lawrence’s “Rocking Horse Winner” home where they constantly moaned “there must be more money,” our walls were not beyond reminding me that I was failing in my assigned task. Without “Harold’s help” my rapidly growing feet would not get larger-size ballet shoes or the needed school plimsolls. Vera’s dreadful headaches would continue as I thoughtlessly grew out of everything and for reasons I could not understand this state of affairs would lead to my failure to become a debutante in “a beautiful white dress”—a particular fixation of Vera’s, impenetrable to me but seemingly of great importance.

At the time, all the women I knew worked: they were chemists, barristers, doctors or employed in factories with funny names like ICI. Even my maternal great-grandmother, still alive at the end of the war, widowed after a Russian pogrom, escaping to England with her four children and speaking no English, graduated in 1899 as a professional midwife in London and went into business for herself in 1901 with a smart brass plate outside her front door. My paternal grandmother, never seen by me in anything but trousers with a cigarette hanging from her lower lip, widowed early in the war, ran a small confectionery shop on Commercial Road in the heart of London’s heavily bombed East End. Great-aunts made cold cream in backrooms to sell during wartime’s cosmetic shortages. This matter-of-fact approach to work might explain why later on I found the incessant whining of North American women about glass ceilings so tedious. On the whole, middle-class North American women, unlike their counterparts the world over, have always seemed a bit spoiled to me, but perhaps that’s unfair.

Each parent’s family mildly vilified the other. There were lengthy recitations about the money my father owed for “you and your sister’s expenses.” On visits to my father’s side, my clever aunt had her own Pandora’s box of horrors. “Your mother,” she would say, “only got your father by never letting him touch her before the marriage. Neurotic, of course, but not as bad as her sister Kate. Has Kate tried suicide this week?”

My dear Aunt Kate, a medical doctor by profession, was a severe depressive, and as her illness intensified, she also had attacks, I was told, during which she thought she was a dog, although the breed was never specified. I would have got it later in life, as I liked her enomously. Electric shock treatment didn’t help her although it had an unexpected effect on me: when I saw Jack Nicholson strapped down in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, I tore out of the cinema in a terrible state, thinking of dear Aunt Kate’s grey hair shoved into a cap, her glasses removed and her head constrained. My date thought I had no stomach. Aunt Kate and her husband resorted to the very popular suicide method at that time of turning on the coal-gas oven in their kitchen and stuffing the gap under the door with rags. Later on it was a botched hanging and then success with sleeping tablets. Most families, I think, have had some brush with this sort of bewildered human being.

A few years after the divorce, my younger sister and I waved goodbye to our mother as she went off on her honeymoon with our favourite “uncle,” as we referred to our new stepfather. “Be good, children,” said our mother. We were not. Ruth and I were sent to Devon, to a holiday residence for the daughters of army officers. On the first Sunday there, a large-bottomed lady with a matter-of-fact manner addressed us at breakfast:

“All girls will line up for church in the front hall at eleven, please. Gloves and hats.”

Hand up. “My sister and I can’t go.”

“Why not?”

“We’re Jewish.”

That night, to confirm my difference, I knelt by the bed— unaware that kneeling was not part of my tradition—and spoke some mumbo-jumbo that sounded to me like the Hebrew I had heard. I had gone to lessons in an Edgware synagogue as a small child but had been withdrawn early. Next day we were sent home from Devon as “unsuitable.”

My mother appeared a day or two later. “Why did you have to tell them you were Jewish?” she said. “There was no need for them to know.”

Helpfully, when I was six, I won a place at North London Collegiate School (about twenty years before twelve-year-old Anna Wintour arrived) and all unhappiness vanished for me. I loved this school, loved my monitor’s badge, the cedar trees, the avenue of limes and the grey-white stone walls of Canons, built on the site of the former home of the Dukes of Chandos, situated amid winding stairs and follies covered in wisteria and ivy.

However, the new marriage resulted in the necessity of my taking a letter to school written by my mother explaining to the headmistress that after three years at NLCS as a Jewess, I was that no longer and would now attend Christian prayers. The movie-star good looks of her new and younger husband were tempered by the slightly awkward fact that he came from a working-class family unfamiliar with Jews and apparently not very fond of them.

“Darling, you see you can’t be Jewish anymore,” my mother told me. “You’ll like it very much. You can attend proper prayers instead of going off to that little rotunda with a few Jewish girls to recite Hebrew with that awful Miss Senator.”

“Mummy,” I asked, “does that mean you and Grandpa and Grandma and Daddy aren’t Jewish anymore?”

“Barbara, dear, this is our little secret.”

The notion was puzzling after a childhood that had included a lot of references to my very wrinkled Great Grandma Isserlis, a direct descendant of the great sixteenth-century rabbi Moses Isserles, the Rema, and frequent lectures on the importance of my heritage, whatever it was, but in my own mind I was still Jewish anyway. The only conversion that took place was in my mother’s mind. The lure of seeing what actually went on behind the closed doors of morning prayers at my school was strong: I would attend as a Christian—rather like a costume party. Perhaps, gradually, I would get the straight blonde hair too.

At times, I did wonder what being Jewish meant. Both my parents had Jewish parents. I wore a tiny gold mezuzah around my neck, given to me at birth, with a little hinged door that opened to reveal Hebrew lettering in black ink on a piece of rolled paper. I had noticed that my aunts had mainly red hair and I thought this might be a sign of being Jewish. My father and uncles had very dark curly hair, and my own was much the same, with skin that tanned easily without burning in the moderate English summers.

“If you go in the sun much more,” my mother would threaten, “they will think you a darkie.” Her maternal instincts usually surfaced to guard my appearance. When I fell offa horse and had stitches in my knee, she insisted I tell my father I must have plastic surgery to eliminate the scar. “No one will marry you and you won’t be able to model.” Neither of these dire warnings held much worry, as I had no interest in either fate.

There was no stew in my mind over “identity,” though it was a bit of a hash. Heaven was in the sky, I thought, but not for us. We had no afterlife. Being Jewish was a secret society whose rules insisted on excellence at school, prodigious reading and a love of classical music—preferably with the ability to play the violin or piano. The rule that as a Jew one should try to be more British than the British was also etched into my consciousness without any factual underpinning. It simply was.

“Girls,” said my mother one day in late summer. “We have a secret. We’re going to Canada in November. You mustn’t tell anyone, not even Daddy and Grandpa and Grandma.” Now our house was up for sale and strangers walked through my bedroom and the garden, dismissing both as “very small,” not really seeing my special apple tree with rhubarb underneath it, and always talking about the shortcomings of our house with the real estate agent. Gradually, books and toys were boxed up and “donated.” The warmth of familiar objects was slipping away.

If I adored my new stepfather, which I did, I worshipped my own father. So tall, broad-shouldered, handsome and very funny, revelling in my good school reports. The excitement of our rare custody visits was so intense that I almost never slept the night before, trying to think of how to entrance him and keep his attention in the only house the court permitted us to visit him in—that of his sister’s, in Hampstead, which was filled with my ambitious cousins, oozing self-confidence. The strain of trying to match the achievements of these precocious well-off cousins, polished up with their private piano lessons and paraded about in front of my father by their demoniacally competitive mother, light years away from the lackadaisical attentions of my mummy, made the visits something of a Spartan ordeal. I’m not sure why I enjoyed it so much. Either early masochism or ruthless competitiveness of my own, I suppose.

On our last custody visit, after tea, my father pulled me up on his shoulders in the Hampstead garden and I buried my face in his thick dark wavy hair, which had a faint smell like a mixture of lavender and shearling, familiar and comforting. He dropped Ruth and me off by the Finchley Road tube, where we were getting the 113 bus back to Hendon. We were leaving England in two weeks and now he knew it.

“Babar”—his nickname for me from the Jean de Brunhoff story— “do your lessons and send me photos and letters.” He kissed me. There was no way I could know that it was in fact the very last time. I watched from the upper deck of the bus as his waving figure turned into a shadow and then nothing. He would kill himself just four years later, when I was fifteen and he was thirty-nine. In death he was praised as a man who charmed everyone, played the piano well, and loved tennis, detective novels, classical music, and women with blonde hair. He was said by his doting sister to write marvellously; and a few minor pieces had been published. Sylvester Amiel, the firm in which he and his younger brother were partners, was a respectable if somewhat left-wing group of solicitors in a set of rooms on a ground floor in Gloucester Place, W1. He was one of those people who could still be referred to, once he had left life early, as a man of great possibilities.

This charming solicitor also left his second wife and their two children quite destitute after using up all his life insurance and the education funds for my sister and me, mortgaging his own home to the hilt, creditors everywhere and no savings, in an attempt to cover up his embezzlement of clients’ funds. He took his life listening to Wagner in his mother’s flat in St. John’s Wood while she was abroad— a rather cruel thing to do really when a hotel room would have been easily available. When he was discovered, the radiogram arm was jumping back and forth at the edge of the record, Die Meistersinger, and a half-eaten green apple was beside him. That at least was his sister’s romanticized version after we ratted out that her account of his dying from his World War Two injuries was bogus; his brother—who made good every penny my father embezzled—had a shorter version: “He shot himself in Mother’s flat.”

My relatives left me unaware of Anthony, my half-brother whose brain had been injured one day after his birth. The hospital nurse, carrying two new-borns in her arms for maternal visits, carelessly let a swing door bash into Anthony’s head. The severe brain bleed was not diagnosed for another two days. For seven years his doting mother cared for him at home until my father’s suicide necessitated her working day and night to pay household bills as well as a private facility for him. He was supposed to die in a few years but inconveniently lived to thirty-three, just a few miles away from me in London. My father’s increasingly wealthy and intellectually striving family wiped him from their memory. A nurse who remembered a little said that he spent most of his life lying silently in bed. “He never spoke,” she said, “but when we played music on the wireless, he opened his eyes and smiled.” A child might still be cooed over. A grown retarded male needs shaving and washing, has all the drawbacks including incontinence and none of the pluses of a baby. By the time I knew of his existence he was dead.

London’s days drained away so fast that last autumn of 1952 before we were to emigrate. Just before the boat train, I accidentally smashed a crystal ashtray while packing, and shards of glass lodged in my right palm. I thought the pain quite wonderful, well worth it, since I couldn’t possibly go to Canada with such a wound. The local cottage hospital sewed it up, but it quickly became infected and I was subjected to antibiotic shots of some sort in my stomach every day on the Empress of France. They hurt like blazes.

“The ship doctor says,” my mother told my stepfather dramatically, “that if the gangrene can’t be stopped, the boat will have to put in at Newfoundland so they can amputate below the elbow.” With hindsight it seems unlikely that the ship’s doctor used the word gangrene except in some notional scenario, but this was the word my mother used. The crisis, real or imagined, seemed to excite her—I rather think she would have liked me better if I had one less hand or eye—and she began telling passengers at dinner in the economy-deck dining room. Then everyone got seasick in the November waters of the Atlantic and my mother lost interest.

Canada for me was super-clean, neither bomb sites nor hedgerows nor affectionate grandparents to counter my mother’s irritation with me. Still, I had a string to play out. I would be going home soon. I auditioned for my father in letters to him. I was happy, observant, trying to be a clever child drawing pictures in words of a fascinating new world that he would want to hear all about.

My letters, sent to the only address I knew—his office—never reached him. They were intercepted by his family. Each day I looked for the letter that would call me back to England. I daydreamed in a perfect technicolour fantasy starring myself as a sapphire and emerald-green wonder of imponderable beauty. My father was demanding this magical child be returned. I would go to London and be Jewish again. In the meantime, I babysat, picked fruit, collected pop bottles and brought discarded coat hangers to dry cleaners in a wagon to get refunds, all towards my fare back to England. Just before he killed himself, I received the only letter my father ever sent to me. “The old world staggers,” he wrote, “in the face of the new. We need iron in our souls and our backs. And there is none.”

The day I learned of his death was a chilly April day in Hamilton, 1956, with small hints of sun. I was summoned to the telephone in the house where I was renting a room. My mother was calling from St. Catharines, where she now lived with my sister, stepfather and half-brothers. “Your father’s dead,” she said. “He killed himself.” I was silent. “He went mad,” she continued. “I expect you’ll go mad too.” And then she hung up. I suppose she was terribly upset. When you’re fifteen you don’t analyze very much. I thought, I won’t go to school. I have a perfect reason not to go to school. But what, I wondered, does a person do when they hear the father they loved so much has killed himself? It seemed to me that the correct gesture was to walk by the sea.

My way of dealing with difficult moments was automatically to observe rather than feel. John Masefield’s poem bubbled up: “I must go down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky” and so on. Unfortunately, there was no sea near Hamilton, Ontario. I walked down to Lake Ontario’s Van Wagner’s Beach, which was quite deserted, a bit of wind over the sand and the beach’s pop shop boarded up with Coca-Cola signs. Near it was a shallow stream with a small bridge. I sat on the edge swinging my legs. I wondered what would happen if I jumped into the water. I heard a car behind me and it was a police car. “What are you doing?” the policeman asked. “Nothing,” I replied. “My father died,” I said, “and I wanted to think about it.” Perhaps it was my English accent and proper school raincoat that reassured him. He drove away. Next day I wrote myself a note for the teacher. “Dear Mr. Lewis: Barbara was away from school on Tuesday because her father died.” Signed Barbara Amiel. It was accepted.

Mother’s remarriage was a terrific success, produced two children and lasted for over fifty years. But the union made my sister and especially me something of a handicap for my poor neurotic mother, who felt my love of classical music and literature was a constant rebuke to her new husband; and in the near-identical features of my face she saw always my father.

Vera was becoming a little more hysterical all the time, and since she had rather a yen to attempt suicide with phenacetin painkillers whenever I lived at home, I quite understood the feelings of my stepfather that it would be best if I lived somewhere else. My sister and I had got into a reasonably synchronized routine after a bout of her sobbing, and when the bathroom door was locked for too long we could push it open with one sharp shove and get her to the local hospital for a quick stomach pump. I parted from my family at first involuntarily when I was fourteen, leaving the younger and more withdrawn Ruth behind, and then off and on depending on Vera’s state, quite happily renting different rooms till my last year in high school.

An unpredictable element was my mother’s see-saw rediscovery of her maternal role, which resulted in my arrival at high school now and then to discover she had telephoned the parents of classmates to ask for money to help send me to university. Her moods swung erratically into some world where only my stepfather could function. This world was exciting, full of fantasy events that daily placed her in the centre of life-threatening dramas that left her little time to worry about more mundane matters. When my maternal grandfather made a visit to us in St. Catharines, I was quickly retrieved from the room I was living in outside town to complete our happy family. After a week he took me aside. “Don’t believe everything your mother says,” he suggested gently. “She does imagine things a little.”

Children are malleable and take life as it comes. No one told me how lives were supposed to be, and so I didn’t feel shortchanged. Between editing my high school magazine, writing the Collegiate Corner column for the St. Catharines Standard and working after school at any job I could get, I found a place for myself. I had no parents to give me rules and regulations. I’d say I did pretty well, though some of my deficiencies were a bit awkward later. Kitchens didn’t come with the various rooms I lived in, and when I first married I hadn’t the vaguest idea how to make a cup of tea or coffee. I lived largely on malted milkshakes from the nearest drugstore, with an egg in them for nourishment.

I saw the considerable benefits in my situation. My home was entirely portable: I carried around a photo of my father in a black leather frame; promoted to colonel, he was in uniform with the Sam Browne cross strap on. He smiled rakishly with the smile I had loved, the same teeth and eyes I had. I kept two or three books from our home in Hendon: Penguin paperbacks in orange and red with the little penguin looking alert and friendly on the front cover and spine—The Black Girl in Search of God and The Moon and Sixpence, with my father’s signature in one and my mother’s maiden name scribbled in the other.

The memory of real homes with real furnishings passed quickly. Dating and getting to college were my two high school fixations. My all-girls school in England had not prepared me for boys, but this was a subject that, unlike Latin, I grasped naturally and with rather too much enthusiasm. I seemed to go from extraordinary peaks of infatuation to the gloom of abandonment. My reach exceeded my grasp. It was one thing to get membership in the desired sorority in exchange for writing rather larger-than-life accounts of our volunteer work for the head chapter, and quite another to hang on to the sort of boys that sorority girls normally had as their steadies. The type of boy I was drawn to never really varied. He was always tall and beefy. I looked for confidence and languor.

Confidence came in buckets with the tall blond boy who was the son of the St. Catharines mayor and with whom I fell desperately in something with. But he was seeing me only as a sticky plaster for the temporary break-up he had with the lovely dark-eyed sorority sister who lived in a splendid house on the better side of town. Thrillingly, he invited me to the most longed-for party on New Year’s Eve at a home in the posh Glenridge neighbourhood.

My knowledge of party dresses was rather limited. “Can I wear Bermuda shorts?” I asked, thinking of a very nice blue, white and green plaid pair on sale at the shop where I was working. They were summer cotton and at a knock-down price since it was winter.

“No,” he said, “not for a New Year’s party.” Unwisely, I bought them anyway and was so excited with my purchase that I put them on with long white knee socks. Perfect, I thought. The mayor’s son, so tall, so broad-shouldered and so conventional, did not. “I told you,” he said as I got into his car, “not Bermudas.”

His former girlfriend was in dark red cigarette trousers and perfect little ballerina pumps. He ditched me in front of everyone. I cried, which of course made the whole thing that much more humiliating. I didn’t yet have the common sense to see how to handle such occasions, and my sense of drama was from the beginning highly developed and not, I fear, unlike my mother’s.

I bought a hat and swing jacket to wear to church without the slightest religious hesitation when I found out that St. Thomas’ Anglican was the Sunday destination of boys from Ridley College, the local private school. The swing jacket was on sale and a rather nasty shade of grey but utterly up to date. My calculation was rewarded by an exciting encounter on the church steps with a very tall ginger-haired boy from Bermuda, of all places, wearing the coveted blazer, who promptly asked me to the Ridley dance. I asked him in return to our collegiate dance.

“Who’s that little Negro boy dancing so well?” he asked as we tried, awkwardly, to jive in my high school’s decorated gymnasium.

“Not a Negro, actually. He’s Stanley Feldman and he’s Jewish. So am I.”

“Never mind,” he said with much kindness. “Don’t say anything if you come to Bermuda and no one will know.” I had not taken this aspect into account when I went trawling at St. Thomas’.

My true high school sweetheart was tall, dark, broad-shouldered and confident enough in himself to be indifferent to my eccentric manners, my championing of peculiar causes in 1959, such as legalization of marijuana, and the unease of his parents at my itinerant addresses. In his arms and presence, the zoetrope flashes of yesteryear were shut out and I felt safe. Still, he was not Jewish and his parents seemed ambivalent about me. By the end of high school my single social ambition was to meet a Jewish boy at college and become part of a community. My high school steady became a prominent and accomplished scientist and married a Montreal Jewish girl. When I tried to reconnect with him a few years ago, as sometimes people do towards the end of their lives, he would not take my telephone call.

About forty years after graduating, a classmate died. Among her belongings were the little notes each of us had written partying at her house in our last year of high school. We were to predict our state five years hence. The small brown envelope was still sealed, and I opened it up, curious to know what my eighteen-year-old self had written. The pencil writing was faint but perfectly legible and commas non-existent: “In five years from now I’ll still be carrying a torch still trying so hard to be that independent person I want to emulate and probably be damn miserable in the bargain. I’ll be chasing the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow and will probably find it’s empty.”

Perhaps I wasn’t as happy as I thought.




CHAPTER TWO

Crime and Poets

I arrived at the University of Toronto by bus in 1959 with a matched three-piece set of Skyway luggage, thinking I looked hellishly smart just like the ads I’d seen of stewardesses poised with overnight bags on the portable steps to a plane. I had no idea what one actually put in the tiny train case with a mirror in its lid, but the set was on sale and the three powder blue vinyl pieces came to $22.50.

I’d scrambled together the first payment of my college tuition and three months of residence fees with my usual confidence that I’d find a job to pay for the rest. The St. Catharines chapter of the Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire had bravely awarded me a bursary without ever meeting me. I have no idea how the patriotic blue-rinsed ladies ever found me, but their forty-dollar cheque arrived each month of my first year—a lifesaver for school books, records and Gus Caruso hair sets.

My high school graduating marks were foul in anything that required homework, given my after-school jobs, but a teacher told University College of my family “circumstances” and amazingly up turned a Leonard Foundation bursary for four years. Mining magnate Reuben Wells Leonard must have heaved in his coffin. He especially specified that recipients must be needy young white Protestants— never more than 25 per cent of them female—who would become leading Christian citizens in the Empire. Those not meeting Leonard’s criteria were “excluded.” Thank God I didn’t know this at the time because I might—probably not—have had an attack of conscience and lived up to my view that death wishes should be respected.

Being thrown into collegiate middle-class life after my sort of existence was like getting tossed into the dry cycle of a washing machine: you tumble from one faux pas to the next. There, finally, they were—Jewish males asking me out: these glorious stacks of Davids, Murrays, Jeffreys, all excitingly in dentistry, med school, architecture and, inevitably, law school, and apparently from families wealthy enough to give them brand-new cars and a seemingly endless budget for dining and playing. Their families owned “cottages” for summer fun; they asked me to “openings” and invited me to classy restaurants that were a maze of pitfalls: finger bowls, the deadly bread basket with objects to be torn into pieces by hand and put somewhere on the table, menus written in French, and other unfamiliar rites. The fact is, I had never gone to a sit-down restaurant in my whole life, nor to any movie that wasn’t at a drive-in, an essential location for necking rather than film-watching. Now I went to cinemas and theatres— which meant working out a method of concealing my spectacles till the lights had gone down and whipping them off at film’s end. I had never purchased a handbag, just had a wallet, so specs had to be put in a pocket. The wardrobe problems were absolutely goliath. Clearly Bermuda shorts would not be the answer.

Weekends I worked days, plus two nights a week, but that money was to help bridge the gap to cover funds for tuition and residence plus personal needs. The Dean of Women solved that. Her policy was to put like with like in residence, and her selection for me was inspired, though perhaps not in quite the way she would have wished. My roommate, Judith, was a Jewish girl born in wartime Europe, hidden by Catholic nuns and then smuggled out to South America. She had starlet looks, rather Jean Simmons or more appropriately Haya Harareet of Ben-Hur. She was extremely intelligent, quiet, and skilled at shoplifting, though coming from an economically comfortable family she had no need to do this—more the thrill, I suppose. I had never thought of this route to the needed garments for myself, but the possibilities were stratospheric if only I could get the nerve. I got it in spades, exceeding my roommate’s wildest expeditions.

“Dear Mother,” I wrote in my note accompanying a navy blue with red-and-white trim knitted dress and matching jacket, “I thought this would look marvellous on you. Love, Barbara.” No response. Perhaps it was the “Made in Israel” label, which I hadn’t noticed when hoisting it from the shop. Embellished cashmere sweaters, a memorable Nina Ricci dress—I was in clothes heaven. (Look, the progression is not exactly news: shoplifter early on, shopaholic late in life.) Naturally we were caught—during an urgent trip to get new winter coats. I had my eye on a wonderful belted loden-green number, just the thing I thought to wear to the dreaded Toronto Maple Leafs hockey games. (Words cannot describe the horror of college dating in Canada. Hockey night, a favourite rite of Saturday evenings, was the Bataan Death March for me.)

“Just a moment,” said the voice as a hand descended on my newly loden-clothed shoulder. The department store detective spent a lot of time trying to figure out which one of us was “the brains behind this.” I was the obvious choice, since Judith was in funds and I was not. Neither of us outed the other. The shivering fear of a hand on my shoulder is imprinted in my larcenous heart, never to leave. The spree required more money to pay back the store for all the confessed thefts. I took on night work, sitting in my room with telephone books and long lists of names, credit ratings and addresses to be matched up and put next to underlined telephone numbers as possible mugs for boiler-room stock salesmen. After that, when necessary I decked myself out from Toronto’s recycling shops, which had not yet been called “vintage.”

An after-school job I had while in high school at Levitt’s Fine China came to my rescue as I took my first tottering baby steps to full membership in Toronto’s Jewish community—a community for which I was fundamentally unsuitable given my take on life and politics but didn’t realize at the time. Levitt’s gave me a virtual Oxford degree in china and crystal tableware (though sadly not on how to use its pieces), and I could soon distinguish Minton china from Coalport and Spode’s Imari pattern from Royal Crown Derby’s Imari at twenty paces.

This knowledge lay dormant until an encounter in the Toronto Forest Hill home of a young man I was dating. Waiting in the hall for his mother to appear, I could see the living room furniture of a beige brocade zipped up in heavy see-through plastic covers. On the other side of the hall, the dining room, in semi-darkness, was laid out for “company,” with plates and stemware. The house seemed like the film set for a horrible murder. Maternal scrutiny materialized. My surname did not bring a warm smile: it didn’t match any name she had encountered either at bridge games or bar mitzvahs.

“What lovely Irish Belleek,” I said, having sized up the tableware. This had a slightly mollifying effect. Frankly, I thought Belleek was out of place on a semi-formal dining room table, not liking parian and bisque china at this point in my nascent snobbery, but I kept such judgments to myself.

As it was, until university, trying to hang on to my Jewish identity in Canada had been a little tricky. I always wore my tiny gold mezuzah conspicuously over sweaters, had never removed it even in my “Christian” days, but there hadn’t been many takers. Mind you, it was only three-quarters of an inch long and the Hebrew scroll was concealed behind the little hinged door at the front. Excitingly, Danny Strub of the Strubs kosher pickle family did walk me partway home quite often in grade eight, but I think it was because he had a series of really bad styes on both eyes that puffed up with pus for most of that year and he was not yet ready to take on the appropriate girls. I would read and reread the Hamilton Spectator’s social pages and obituaries to see the Jewish names—Sobel, Koski, Cohen—and learn of their weddings, fundraisers and deaths. This gave me a strange comfort and sense of kinship. I remembered hearing of bar mitzvahs in our London circles where no one questioned the identity of a descendant of Cracow’s great Rabbi Isserles and Tel Aviv’s Rabbi Moshe Amiel, but it all seemed so far away and irretrievable. The newspaper photos of Jewish events to which I would never be invited were a tangible lifeline. Whenever I saw the appellation Jewish, whatever the reference, I felt reassured that we did exist.

In Canada in those far-off days, it was perfectly all right for your homeroom teacher to try to save your (Christian) soul. Every Monday morning in my grade eight class the routine was the same: “Stand up, those who did not attend church on Sunday,” Miss Addleton would ask. I stood up alone. The class looked at me with interest. I could not bring myself to explain. The phrase “because I am a Jew” seemed rude, and so I remained stubbornly mute, unable to give her the explanation she might well have accepted.

Eventually I gave in and was baptized and confirmed in a small Anglican church after taking confirmation lessons. I hoped so much that at my First Communion I would be lost in some glorious transcendental rapture, but apart from liking the hymns, nothing very rapturous took place. The whole episode bothered me, and so on the day after I gave the valedictory address at W.H. Ballard Public School, I went to the minister and asked how I could become a Jew again, thinking perhaps there was an Anglican decontamination rite.

“My child,” he replied—and this illustration of the church’s easy pragmatism has never left me—“when you stop believing, you are a Jew.”

The following summer, when I was fifteen, I boarded with a Polish Catholic family who only charged me a dollar a day for a bed in the basement and one big meal. No Jews on that circuit. When I rejoined my mother in St. Catharines I screwed up my courage, polished my mezuzah and ventured into the B’nai Israel synagogue one afternoon, thinking the time had come to assert myself. “Hello,” I smiled.

The response was not open arms. The ladies there that day told me in no uncertain terms to leave and come back during Christian Brotherhood week. Similarly, the interviewer at Toronto’s Jewish Community Centre at Bloor and Spadina, where I went to seek possible financial aid for university, was very polite as she explained that they only helped Jewish students. I explained that I was such a person. She smiled. Perhaps only a Jew could imagine that a student would fake Jewish identity in order to get money.

Looking back, I quite see the problem Canadian Jews had with me sixty or so years ago. Insofar as I had any visible family, my mum was an ersatz Christian and my stepfather just an English bloke. My Sephardic surname, not Ashkenazi with the comforting ring of Levy, Cohen or something with “berg” or “stein” at the end, was no bloody help. Being penniless, working at strange jobs and living alone in various rooms at different points did not denote the lifestyle of a nice Jewish girl.

Well, I thought, to blazes with them all. Now I was crossing the campus to the Sigmund Samuel Library to read in the stacks, crunching the snow underfoot and staring in wonder at a startling blue sky, all so exhilarating that it brought on a mental mazurka. I took out more books than I read, grabbing titles and piling them up on my desk together with books I bought from the University of Toronto or Christian Science bookstores. Santayana’s reflections, essays by Isaiah Berlin, Berenson on Italian Renaissance Art, Spinoza—great chunks of the lexicon of Western thought with an absolutely sticky affection for anything written by George Orwell, and Albert Camus’s non-fiction. I skipped lectures to go to jobs, read or sleep in, and dated with manic ferocity. Nothing merited attention for too long apart from music.

In my second year, someone gave me an old and very ugly standing record player that had a grumpy look as if it had seen too many years in a basement. Every requiem mass—Gounod, Verdi, Bach, Mozart, Brahms—every oratorio and sacred cantata were now roommates along with the great cantors. And on the occasions when, like almost every student under the sun, finding some aspect of life too sublime (or enervated) and contemplating some passionate embrace of Thanatos or wondering if the ladder to the clouds could better be climbed by flying off the windowsill, my rapture would be accompanied by the glorious sounds of Bach’s cantata Liebster Gott, wenn werd ich sterben? That particular cantata’s nerve-bleeding beauty, pleading for death, was almost unbearable, illustrating, I suppose, the concern of both Plato and Aristotle that music could play to “disordered” or “perverted” emotions rather than the good.

My small class for Honours Philosophy & English was not exactly standing room only, and each year it was virtually halved by failures, nervous breakdowns and dropouts, confirming my view that I was in the right place. In Whitney Hall, my residence, I was enjoying the pleasure of regular dinners every night after arriving at a less than appealing five foot seven and a half, and weighing in under a hundred pounds—and not from anorexia. Everyone else seemed to be trying to lose weight, so I got as many servings of potatoes as I wanted. This was a home—until the dreaded Christmas and summer holidays arrived and residences closed, everyone went back to their families, and I was stuck, shuffl ing around, trying to find rooms to let.

“Who’s that?” I asked one of the girls in the Junior Common Room in November of my first year. “Forget it,” was the reply. “Jewish, but he doesn’t date Jewish girls. Only models and older women.” That did it. He was tall, dark, extremely handsome and, unlike many of the young men in the Junior Common Room, very silent, with a curious pigeon-toed way of walking. He wore the collar of his black-and-white tweed overcoat up, framing a face that in profile had a fine curved nose and high cheekbones. “I’m going to marry him,” I said. Unfortunately for both of us, I did.

I was bog terrified of marriage as a child, which had absolutely nothing to do with the wet-handkerchief unhappiness of my mother over her divorce. Rather, it was the puzzle of it all. I had neither an emotional nor practical vocabulary to understand family life. As every birthday came, nine, ten, the fear became stronger. On my eleventh birthday, my very first thought was that in only five years I would be old enough to marry quite legally. The thought obsessed me as if, come sixteen, I would be sold into servitude.

Gary Smith was in his second year at Osgoode Hall Law School. A premature greyness ran in his family, and his dark hair was already touched with silver in his twenties. I thought he had an almost predatory cast to his slightly saturnine features. He seemed mysterious, and I interpreted his quiet as a sign that still waters run deep. I was wrong. He was simply a quiet man with not too much to say. He was also in a state that I understood much better forty years later: shell shock. His father and uncle were facing several criminal charges for stock fraud. They had been acquitted once, but the Crown had come back with new charges. Meanwhile the Smith twins were out on bail.

I suppose some might say there was a neat symmetry in the scandals touching my first and last marriages, and on the surface there is a certain irony. Gary’s father, Harry, had been president of the Havana Riviera, the Cuban casino that was the crown jewel in the empire of a business associate, Meyer Lansky. In Toronto, Lena Horne sang at the Pyramid Room in the Smith-owned Prince George Hotel. It was for both Toronto and the times a larger-than-life lifestyle.

Perhaps it was the premature world-weariness that changing circumstance had forced on Gary that attracted me, rather than his premature silvered hair. The Riviera had come under Fidel Castro’s control in January of 1959, ten months before Gary and I met, ending the Smiths’ period of Cuban glamour and connections. The second round of criminal charges against the brothers had just begun. This was my first encounter with lives that had been put into limbo while justice was presumed to be done.

A heaviness hung over their penthouse apartment. Everything was on hold—holidays, travel, work. The trials dragged on and on: acquittals, new charges, convictions, appeals. At the time I was absolutely convinced of the men’s innocence and convinced they would be convicted. The two notions lived compatibly in my mind because that was life. And years later, in another piece of symmetry, Gary’s father was pardoned.

My potential in-laws had all the conventional views of the early 1960s and I shared none of them. I expected to work after marriage and had no intention of changing my name. “Really,” I told Mrs. Smith earnestly, assuming she would appreciate my candour and wisdom, “I think it would be better if Gary and I lived together for a year or two before we actually married, don’t you?” She responded with the same heart-attack look as when I brought up the jam jar of insects from the mattress in the room I was renting for identification. None of these ideas had any political connotation to me; they simply made sense. My engagement was accidental. Gary gave me an opal ring for my birthday. “What’s that?” said a properly gimlet-eyed Jewish girl in residence upon my return. Between night and the next day, the gift turned into an official engagement, since a ring could mean nothing else. I managed to accidentally break the opal ring twice. I finally threw it into Georgian Bay.

There was a brief flutter while Mrs. Smith enlisted her sister to go to London and check out my family—just to make certain I was Jewish. My Hampstead relatives, a bit put out by the enquiry, sent the Canadian investigative team to Israel to meet my cousin Saadia Amiel, a brilliant nuclear physicist with the reassuring title of director of long-term planning working for Deputy Defense Minister Shimon Peres. Actually, Saadia was busy perfecting the means to make heavy water for Israel’s A-bomb. He promptly put the Canadians in white protective suits and took them around the Soreq nuclear facility at Yavne with instructions from my Hampstead uncle to please radiate them.

They returned to Toronto and gave me clearance. Finally, I was in. Jewish. Accepted. My father’s family in Britain, reported the investigative team, were even well off, with children at Oxford. This puzzled the Smiths, who assumed, wrongly, having had no experience of caviar communists, that once my aunts and uncles were informed how poor I was and how many jobs I was holding down, a spigot of funds would appear. Now that I was a confirmed member of the tribe, the Smiths had no objections to their son’s marriage. Except my own fear of marriage was only dormant. I managed to hold off wedding plans for the four years of my undergraduate degree, but the tanks were closing in. My response was to become catatonic.

“You’ll honeymoon at the Sands Hotel in Las Vegas,” said Mr. Smith.

“You’ll love Vegas,” said Celia Smith, encouragingly. “Jack will show both of you a good time.” She was a woman of unbounded generosity and kindness to me. She had several utterly beautiful and expensive evening dresses of hers made over for me. She took me on my first plane trip and my first visit to Manhattan, and gamely went along with my determination to take the open tourist boat in the rain to see the Statue of Liberty instead of shopping.

By “Jack” she meant Jack Entratter, not actually the sort of person you encountered in either Hendon or Hamilton. First a bouncer at New York’s Stork Club, then manager of the Copacabana nightclub, where he personally selected the Copa Girls, he was an associate of Sinatra’s Rat Pack and moved easily in the mix of grime and glamour that made up a picaresque world of mobsters, entertainers and gamblers. Now, good friend of the Smiths, he ran the Sands in Las Vegas.

“You’ve never been to Vegas,” said Harry Smith, as if that settled it. He combed his silver hair back straight and, like his son, spoke very little and in a voice husky from all his smoking. He would stroke my hair and smile when he heard Gary mention that I had got a very high mark on an essay, and I wanted to hug him. I used to watch him placing his bet on the telephone for Sunday’s football games. Phrases like “What’s the point spread?” which meant utterly zilch to me, had a sort of knowing exciting ring.

I knew absolutely nothing about casinos in Vegas, nothing about the names the Smith’s invoked, like a fellow with pull in New Jersey called Jerry Catena who “knows the governor.” “Lansky” had a slightly familiar sound to it. “He’s a very nice quiet man,” said quiet Gary Smith when I asked. “And extremely polite.” Gary acted as an informal chauffeur for Meyer Lansky when they were all in Florida. But I asked around and pretty soon I realized that Meyer Lansky may have had excellent manners but he had other things too, including a leading role in the founding of Murder Incorporated, the enforcement arm of the Italian-American Mafia and organized crime. Visiting the Las Vegas of Entratter and Lansky was too much for my nascent left-wing self-righteousness. Shoplifting was behind me, and I had all the outrage of the reformed: “Going to the Sands,” I responded at the dinner table, “would be a
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