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        Is it possible that the antonym of ‘forgetting’ is not ‘remembering,’ but justice?
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      In my father’s last days, he transformed the ordinary London hospital ward where he lay into an SS camp. The white-coated doctors became black-uniformed officers, their boots hammering over floorboards with deadly intent as they approached his cell. Medical implements were instruments of torture, the oxygen mask a purveyor of poison gas. My momentarily absent mother was a whore servicing the ranks – whether willingly or not was a moot point. In any case, she was not altogether to be trusted. Only I was and I would help him to get out of here.

      His hand gripped my wrist. His eyes, two glistening points of feverish pleading in an ashen face, gazed at me in desperation. He seemed to know me, though I didn’t know who that me was meant to be, a sister not yet lost, perhaps. He spoke in Yiddish – a language he hadn’t used to address me in for over thirty years. And he spoke with a flat, grim certainty, his voice a hoarse whisper emerging from some depth of pain and history. Occasionally, he would raise his head from the pillow and with a tense alertness echoed in the bite of his fingers, would check to see whether one of ‘them’ was listening. My rational protests were shushed into stillness.

      A day earlier he had tried to make his escape, a pyjama-clad figure breaking out from the confines of University College Hospital into the freedom of the streets. He had been brought back – by an informer in cahoots with my mother. But that night, with my help, his escape would be certain.

      It was that night he died. November 20, 1981.

       

      The content of my father’s diabetic delirium shook me. He hadn’t talked of the war years since my childhood. Yet at the end, they were there intact – like some wilfully obscured and venomous secret, which all his later experience couldn’t obliterate. A slight shift of the kaleidoscope of consciousness and those distant years surfaced, still charged with enough raw emotion to propel his hallucinatory fantasies. Terror, for him, always came in uniform.

       

      A year after his death we made what was in fact a ritual visit to my father’s grave. For Jews, the passage of a year marks the time when the tombstone is consecrated and though, as a family, we had almost no religion, my father had more than the rest. He is buried in the Northern Synagogue Cemetery, a flat expanse of land off Bullsmoor Lane on the outskirts of London. As we walked and walked through the cemetery’s bare, windswept symmetry of ranked stone and pebbled paths unrelieved by tree or flower, my son, who was then seven, talked about his grandfather. He remembered that his grandpa in his last years had repeatedly complained, particularly as he struggled up the steep incline of Highgate West Hill, that his feet were killing him. I explained that his grandfather suffered from an illness called diabetes which often hinders the circulation of blood to the extremities. Josh shot a mischievous glance in my direction. Already adept at what was to become his characteristic spiky humour, he wickedly suggested that we should inscribe his grandfather’s tombstone with the epitaph, ‘His feet killed him.’

      We all giggled, relieved at the sound in that dank, silent place. Yet as I gazed at that tombstone with its etched inscription of ‘Born in Poland, 4 October 1913 – died, London, 20 November 1981’, it came to me that my son’s joke had more than a degree of truth in it. In a way my father’s feet had killed him. War had chased him from a small town on the outskirts of Warsaw, had hunted him from site to site through the considerable expanse of Poland. Its aftermath had transported him to France and then to Canada. And now, he lay buried in London, a city where he was an occasional visitor, and in a cemetery devoid of kin. He had always been a man in a hurry. Yet in all those years he had never been able to run quite fast enough to evade the grip of the past.

       

      Almost two decades have passed since that final meeting with my father. I can still occasionally hear his hospital voice evoking a scene I could neither see nor altogether share. Its aura haunts me more persistently than it ought, perhaps because I can smell in it the shadowy, uncertain ground on which my mundane, largely Canadian and largely happy childhood was played out. I have never been particularly interested in that childhood. It seemed to me a dull place, full of arid stretches of empty time. I escaped from it as soon as I could, fled the embarrassing clutches of the family circle. Life was about pulling your socks up and facing the new, constructing a good enough existence as best as one could.

      I still feel that. Yet as my son grows into adulthood and my daughter into adolescence, I find myself wanting to root in those early shadows – many of which bear the shape of my parents’ experience. Partly because I want to be able to answer my children’s questions about their family. Partly because I am confronted by the sense that mine is the last generation for whom the war is still a living tissue of memory rather than a dusty and barbaric history of facts and statistics. For my generation, born in the decade after 1945, the war will always be the Second World War.

      Memory is an emotional climate, a thick set of sights and smells and sounds and imprinted attitudes which can pollute as well as clarify. In several parts of the world today, battles of ideas are being fought over how we remember the Second World War. Sometimes the ideas take up arms. In France, people still agonise over degrees of collaboration and complicity, what the immediate post-war years chose to bury along with the dead. The Poles have a festering need to be exonerated from some of their guilt in the Holocaust: they too, after all, were victims of the Nazis. In Israel, the Holocaust has become a holy litany: can its embattled survivors ever do any wrong? In the former Yugoslavia, old remembered enmities between partisans and Cetniks fuelled the ethnic strife. In Germany, many wonder whether bigger and better memorials to guilt are a simple way of shedding it, while neo-Nazi parties once again agitate for a homogeneous German population. In the United States, those concrete blocks of memory we call museums package the experience of the Holocaust so that everyone becomes a survivor. A paroxysm of wound-envy has led each group to seek out its own moment of irreparable damage: the Nanking Massacre for Chinese Americans, slavery for Afro-Americans. Unity, it seems, resides in suffering or its memory. And the word ‘survivor’ has entered common language, like ‘trauma’ – used to describe a multitude of forms of recovered everyday unhappiness which can be alleviated by healing therapies or support groups.

      In its own small way, my family story touches on this whole complex tangle of remembering and forgetting. What measure is due to each in that tricky dance of time which is the making of a life?

       

      It can hardly be coincidental that I want to remember, to uncover, to know, at the moment when my last gateway to family memory – my mother – is losing hers. Her bewilderment, as I try to press her on facts and dates which are always just out of her reach, is painful. She can only return and return again to what she has already told me, scraps of unruly experience which refuse the consecutive shape of story. Her memory has taken on the randomness of dream, unconstrained by any order or external prodding. Keeping pace with the increasing limitations of her daily life, it has also grown poorer in detail, so that I have to fill in from previous tellings the gaps in hers. Many still remain and have to be leapt over like holes in a worn pavement.

      Sometimes her body remembers more than her mind: she will look up at me from eyes that are still deeply blue and strike a coquettish pose as if she were addressing some ghostly admirer whose name and face and place have long since vanished. I can read more from these startling gestures than from her words. She talks often to her father and to mine, she tells me, as if one could phone the dead on a daily basis, but too often they speak to her only of the weather. Perhaps in her dotage – that nice word which takes a cup of tea to senility and wraps a scarf round the cold throat of Alzheimer’s – she has finally become English. It is to anchor myself against the rudderless ship of her mind, that I finally decide to write all this down. Writing has to entail some kind of order, even if the voyage into the past is always coloured by invention. Memory is also a form of negotiation.

      There is more. In an act of reparation – since I am a bad daughter who refuses her mother both her present and much of her presence – I would like to give my mother’s past back to her, intact, clear, with all its births and deaths and missing persons in place. The task, I know is impossible. The dead are lost. But maybe, none the less, it makes a difference if by remembering them, we lose them properly.

       

      So this is a journey into my parents’ past – into that foreign country they carried within themselves, which was also the country of war. The psychological tropes, the ways of confronting and filtering experience, which structured their lives grew largely out of that war and subsequent immigration. I suspect they passed these patterns on to my brother and me, as surely as they passed on their genes and with as little choosing. Understanding this transgenerational haunting is part of the journey – and perhaps in a century where migration, forced or chosen, is the norm, it is its most common part. Memory, like history, is uncontrollable. It manifests itself in unruly ways. It cascades through the generations in a series of misplaced fears, mysterious wounds, odd habits. The child inhabits the texture of these fears and habits, without knowing they are memory.

      The journey is not a pleasure cruise, with its stopping points already marked out in good, linear fashion. In a sense it is more like an archaeological excavation. The objects sought for, alluded to in story, even documented in the formality of ‘survivor interviews’ or archives, may or may not be there, or they may be so written over by tales and memory and the passage of history, that one can only guess from the traces at their original use and shape.

      Then, too, my mother’s confusion is contagious. When she asks me, ‘Do you remember your father?’ as if I were a stranger who had never shared his life, I question my own shards of memory. But this is the only place I can begin.
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      My family arrived in the port of Halifax, Nova Scotia on April 27, 1951. That much is certain. The red stamp of the Canadian Immigration authorities on the single remaining card provides a testimonial, though whether the ‘third class’ printed at the top of the yellowing rectangle refers to the class of landed immigrant we were or to our station on ship is unclear.

      Official papers and government stamps play a significant part in this story. From the evidence of this card, their status as witnesses may be as unreliable as so much else. My brother’s name appears in blue pencil. It must be my brother, since the ‘Master’ is clear and he was then twelve years old, too young for a Mr. But the name which follows has been written over, fudged by some official, perhaps perplexed by the slippage between Borensztejn, the Polish original of the family name and its later, more Germanic elision into Borenstein. The result on the card is neither one nor the other.

      Identities, in my family, seem always to have been there for the making.

      No one remembers the name of the ship which carried us. It probably sailed from Le Havre since we had spent nearly two years in Paris, waiting for the necessary immigration documents. To my five-year-old self, it was a vast pleasure dome, miraculously afloat on the blue heave and toss of the ocean. While my mother and brother, their faces pale from sea-sickness, lay huddled on deck chairs, my father and I cavorted, walked the length and breadth of seemingly eternal decks, played quoits and shuffleboard in sunlight. Perhaps the image of that distant passage is still vivid in my mind because my father was so distinctly happy. He must have felt released, free at last of what he used later to call ‘the cemetery’ that was all of Poland and a good part of Europe. Free, too, for the moment, of the anxieties of setting up life in yet another alien country, a process which would soon trigger more indignities and rage.

      In his aura, I too was happy. I don’t know whether I hadn’t been earlier.

      In Paris, while they did battle with immigrant life, my parents had sent me off to live with a farming family on the outskirts of Chantilly. There, apparently, I learned how to eat properly at mealtimes and how to speak French properly – both achievements being on a par. I had a duck to play with and various farmyard animals. A stern, large-boned Frenchwoman, with hair pulled back into a bun, looked after me and everything else. Meanwhile my brother, Stanley – though at that time he was Simon and had already been Stanislaw and Szolam – became a boarder at Maison Lafitte, a school for refugees run along socialist lines. Here, according to him, he perfected his playground fighting techniques and learned how to contend with a psychologist. The psychologist was English and thought my disobedient and uncooperative brother retarded, if not altogether mad. My brother perceived both him and the teachers as hostile. There seems to have been little insight into a boy’s experience of displacement and war, let alone the additional turmoil caused by separation from his parents in a strange land and language. Stanley coped by escaping under the school fence and away to the village or by hiding in a grassy nook and reading. Pictures of him at the time show a staunch little dark-haired boy with a boxer’s stance. In one he fingers a sling-shot. His chin is always determinedly thrust forward.

      French in place, we both came back to Paris, where I was sent to a convent school. It was some fifteen minutes’ shortlegged stroll from our two-roomed apartment on the Rue des Archives. All I can recall of it is the dark-blue smock I wore, the too-tall stool on which I sat in order to read out stories to the other girls, busy with their sewing and embroidery. The sweet-faced, wimpled nuns had determined that I was good at reading and hopeless at sewing. Perhaps they had unwittingly determined my life.

       

      Whether it was because I felt released from the confines of the convent school or simply because we were at last all together, the Atlantic, its odd salt-spray on my lips, felt good.

      Our destination was Montréal, chosen for its Frenchness, though few of the Montréalers we met in those first months spoke French. My parents had failed to realise that in the parochial language politics of Québec, French was then not a language for Jews.

      Quite why they had chosen to come to Canada remains something of a mystery. Canada necessitated a longer wait for papers than the United States where my father also had the possible boon of relatives. Yet Canada was the choice. It was my mother’s apparently. In her narrative, she is always the decision-taker and her decisions are always taken on instinct and always right. And she chose Canada, it seems, because it was terra incognita, a blank whiteness, unmapped by myths, unpeopled by named individuals – a country whose reputation in Poland was simply one of comfort and plenty. I don’t think either of my parents knew then that Canada was the name the Nazis had given to the commercial hub of the camp at Birkenau where the possessions of over a million dead – the trunks and string-wrapped parcels and blankets and pots and pans and valuables – were sifted and classified. They wouldn’t have liked the irony. As the years went by, they were increasingly proud to be Canadian. My father, whose long-term Zionism had tugged him towards but never landed him in Israel, would even joke that when Moses, that lifelong stammerer, had designated the promised land as ‘C… C… Canaan’, it was only because he couldn’t bring out all the syllables of ‘Canada’.

      At the central train station in Montréal, a lawyer awaited us. He had been sent by my father’s brother in New York, who had also helped to arrange our papers. Some seventeen years older than my father, his brother, Abraham, had left Poland just after the First World War. Maybe the fact that my uncle hadn’t made the journey himself, wasn’t there to greet this small band of bewildered refugees, was one of the reasons for their increasingly sour relations. When they finally met again, after we had been in Canada for some months, his American brother treated my father a little too much like the member of the ‘huddled masses’ he undoubtedly was. And my father’s pride rebelled. For years he would mutter that he had paid his brother over the top for his help. In retrospect, I imagine there was something both deeper and more usual in their hostilities. For those Jews who had quit Europe before the years of Nazi terror, their Eastern European kin brought with them to the new and shining world something of the taint and pollution and perfidy of persecution, an acrid whiff of the death camps. Guilt, mingled with not a little fear of contamination, surfaced with their proximity. It was almost as if it were better if they could be mourned or at least kept at arm’s length by distant acts of charity. So the recent immigrants or refugees clung together – of necessity. I cannot remember a single friend of my parents in those early years in Montréal who was already a Canadian – a person who didn’t speak with an accent.

      By the summer of ’51, we were ensconced on Esplanade, a street of three-storey terraced brick and stone houses, with the steep outdoor staircases typical of nineteenth-century Québec architecture. It was then an immigrant section of town, a brief walk away from Mount Royal, the mountain which divides the city and gives it its name. Every Sunday my father, with one or both children in tow, would stroll off to the Jewish Community Centre near Fletcher’s Field and parade up and down, talking to acquaintances, making new ones, endlessly transacting business in that lingua franca of Yiddish – a truly democratic language which paid no attention to national borders, which could be spoken with any variation of accents or vowels with no stigma of class attached, perhaps because in its highest oral form it tumbled into German.

      Money was a problem. By purveying flour and engaging in various manufacturing enterprises in Poland, my father had amassed enough in the immediate post-war period to keep his family in style, to pay for travel to France and eventually immigration to Canada. A bad business partnership in Paris had substantially shrunk the coffers. The nest-egg he thought he had accumulated with his New York brother had vanished, either in the latter’s rash expenditure or in the legitimate business of procuring passports. Whatever the case, in that first year in Montréal, my father had to resort to peddling. He filled his beat-up secondhand Chevy, or maybe it was a Dodge, with God only knows what goods and went selling from door to door through the French-speaking northern and eastern suburbs of the city. No wonder the shipboard smile disappeared from his face and tempers were occasionally frayed.

      Come September and I was sent off to school. I only remember a grey factory of a building and endless corridors. I don’t remember any friends or teachers. I don’t remember what language I spoke or whether I spoke at all, since my English – and the school was certainly English – couldn’t have been altogether up to scratch. My mother, whose stories until she reached the hoary age of perpetual complaint, were always success stories, claims the headmaster told her I was far too advanced for kindergarten and had to be upgraded into the first year. I don’t know.

      All I remember is sitting at the bottom of that steep outdoor staircase and waiting for my mother to come home from her job, at the local Jewish library she says, and let me in. My keenest memories of childhood are of waiting – waiting outside in the heat or the cold or by a window, scratching the frost away in order to spy the passing cars – forcing my mind not to wait, distracting myself to no purpose, waiting in an agony of waiting for my parents to return. I am still a fretful waiter. I have never been able to maintain relations with a man who makes me wait. Five minutes will just about do. Ten and I have started pacing. Fifteen and the cold sweat begins. Twenty and I imagine abandonment, car crashes, a mounting spiral of disasters. I suspect my parents infected me with their wartime anxieties of waiting, an active, fitful waiting which can spill over into panic: waiting for the knock of the Gestapo at the door; waiting for absent loved ones at a time when every foray into the streets was an invitation to the disaster of deportation; endlessly waiting for those who would never return. My reality and my parents’ wartime realities are worlds apart. But psychic states float about in families and can land wherever there’s space for them.

       

      Inside, the second-floor apartment was dark and warm, a warren of rooms with big, round, trailing ceiling pipes carrying heat against the Canadian winter from the fat metal stove. A lodger lived in the room at the front. Or perhaps we were her lodgers. It isn’t clear. She was an old, grey-haired woman with a damp, unsmiling face. She rarely spoke and she smelled. Her only redeeming feature was her cat, a plump, surly creature I loved, but who always evaded my arms and rushed to hide under her bed. One day I broke the territorial rules of the house and plunged after the tabby. I found myself at the very source of the pong, a rank and dusty and turd-infested nether region, hidden by drooping bedclothes. I was wary of the cat after that. But I watched her. The funny thing about her was that she didn’t seem to mind waiting. She would sit for hours in one corner or another by the discoloured wall, her posture alert, expectant. ‘Waiting for mice,’ my brother told me. His tone was always authoritative. ‘Waiting to kill.’

      I guess waiting is no problem if you know who’s the stronger.

       

      The main activity in the apartment took place around the squat-legged stove. That was where the wooden rectangle of a kitchen table stood. When it was covered with a white cloth, embroidered with threads which gave off a slight sheen, my parents’ growing circle of friends gathered. The cloth and others like it had made the journey from Poland, along with two goose-down quilts, plump and slippery, just right for snuggling. Their starched white covers had come too and through the lozenge gap in their centre, the gold satin of the quilts proudly announced itself. I don’t know what expectations my parents had of the New World, but they had evidently packed like fearful brides anticipating a stern and taxing husband. The mollifying dowry included not only luxurious quilts and linen, but a dozen settings of ornately heavy silver, embossed glasses, gold-rimmed china, complete with vast soup tureens and curving ladles, plus my mother’s capacious tawny pelisse. One could chart the entire history of my parents’ slow metamorphosis into Canadians by the displacement of these objects. Each banishment to a remote top shelf, each replacement of duvet by plain woollen blanket and flowery sheets, silver by stainless steel, china by pottery or plastic, white linen by Formica, marked another notch in their becoming Canadian, until at last the fur-lined coat itself disappeared. Many years on, it was the children or the grandchildren who unearthed the remains of these exotic objects and dusted them off for use or display.

      In the early days, when white linen still reigned in the dining room, the guests took their tea in tall glasses. Silver tongs released sparkling cubes of sugar into honey-gold liquid where a slice of lemon delicately floated. A crystal carafe poured out pungent measures of schnapps. But the voices of the ‘friends’ who sipped the tea or bolted down the schnapps bore none of the nostalgia which has unwittingly crept into my prose. Nostalgia is a wish effect, spurred in part by the objects of childhood, induced, mostly, by the imposing of narrative on distant memory. It is not inherent to the scene. The voices were often loud and argumentative. They battled over business or incomprehensible politics, grew low with gossip or unseemly jokes. They came in a babble of tongues. A sentence would begin in Polish, merge into Yiddish, migrate into French or stumbling English and go back again with no pause for breath.

      The voices all told stories. There were so many stories in that first block of Canadian years, I no longer remember which faces belong to which. Their tellers are a blur which stretches into my early adolescence, their identities a jumble of features and haphazard occupations and business schemes. There were tailors and furriers and accountants and one-time doctors and almost-dentists. There was a man with a lined, ugly, pallid face in which intense eyes burned between red rims. There was a tiny woman with pink cherub cheeks and a giggling laugh. There was another with long hair and limbs and languid gestures. She wore rings and one ringed hand would always play over her inner arm where the tracery of blue numbers was etched. There was a gnome of a man with a dark mop of hair. When his head was bent next to my father’s shiny pate, the thatch looked so like a wig, that it felt as if one quick gesture could achieve a desired transposition. There was a man with twinkling eyes married to a plump woman who never spoke, but ate unceasingly. Everyone ate – fragrant chicken soup with barley, sour-cream-flecked borscht with a hot potato at its centre, pickled herring buried in onion rings, slabs of boiled beef as thick as the moist bread, pastries filled with cinnamon and raisins or a sugary goo of apple. The ardour with which they ate spoke of an unstoppable hunger, as if food were a novelty which might disappear at any moment. So they ate and told stories.

       

      The stories were repeated, amplified, changed for each new listener or each new occasion. Their common point was that they had nothing to do with the here and now. They were about another time and distant places. Strange names popped up in them. Grodzisk and Pruszków and Bialystok, Sverdlovskaya Oblast and Stalin and Samarkand, Auschwitz and Treblinka and Nazis and Communists and Verflüchtehitler, which it took me a while to unravel into its component parts of ‘Damned Hitler’. In my mind’s eye the stories blend into one another and merge into a mysterious tapestry of war.

      There is the story of my mother’s best friend, blown up on the first day of the war by a single random bomb which hit the central village square, site of the well from which all water was daily fetched. She was the only person to be killed. ‘And on the very first day,’ the voices say with a touch of wonder.

      There is the story of the man, holed up with some twenty others in a bunker in the midst of a freezing birch forest. For a while, food arrives and then suddenly it stops and one by one the inhabitants go off into the darkness to forage and are never seen again. Somewhere in this story, there are guns and battles between initials whose meaning I don’t know.

      There are the stories of walking, forth and back, from one village or town to another – a mad, gruelling geography of pursuit and escape, of distant cousins and aunts offering a night’s shelter, of a search for safe harbours, of rivers crossed and bribed boatmen and cold, cold winters into which people vanish.

      There are stories of tiny, overcrowded rooms, barricaded behind wardrobes, of darkness and whispers and shared breadcrusts.

      There are stories of bartering and the meanness of peasants, of a watch exchanged for two eggs, of a gold necklace for a small sack of potatoes. As if to counter them, there are stories of generosity, of poor meals shared in bare houses, of a straw bed and a bowl of milk in a lonely barn. Value is a matter of need, someone grunts.

      Trains feature prominently in these stories. There is the German section and the Polish section. They move fitfully in heaves and starts or don’t move at all. They are the sites of punch-ups or fearsome inspections by uniformed men. Sometimes they are hideously crowded and have no windows and children scream.

      The worst stories are told obliquely, in hushed voices, usually when their principal subject has left the room. ‘They operated on her, you know. One of their crazy experiments. She can’t now. No children.’ But when the woman with the blue jottings on her arm comes back into the room, she is smiling. And everyone else smiles too.

       

      It was only retrospectively that I understood that these stories were poignant, often tragic. The emotion of their telling was something else – a matter-of-factness which lightly cloaked a bristling excitement. The excitement of triumph. These were stories of heroism, of Herculean feats or Odyssean wiliness, tales of escape, of happy-enough-endings, of amazing good fortune, sometimes of miracles. No one ever used the word ‘survivor’, with its grim underpinnings of guilt and victimhood and aura of everlasting misery. I don’t think anyone felt guilty about having made it through. Maybe guilt is something one feels in situations of utter passivity, and these people had all acted. Survivor was a word then reserved for those who had come out of natural disasters. This was a man-made one, a piece of history which had not yet acquired the political freight of the word Holocaust. Nor had the current discourse of trauma and its effects yet arrived on the scene. That had to wait for Vietnam and a burgeoning therapeutic industry. My parents and their friends only talked of their great good luck. If the baggage they carried with them was weighty with loss, they were still prepared to trade it in for the future. History was something one left behind, something to be endlessly repeated only in stories. And in these, pain, the leaping of barbaric hurdles, was metamorphosed into triumph. The worst, apart from the evocation of names, was left to silence. The implicit message was that you could live through terrible things and come out at the other end to sip a glass of tea or schnapps.

       

      In a sense, these were my childhood fairytales – hideous trajectories, skilfully navigated towards some kind of happy ever after. No one bothered with Grimm. But at the age when I had grown out of fairytales, they persisted. Bored with the repetition, I would go off and lie on the sofa and read the less loaded adventures of the Bobbsey Twins or Nancy Drew. I didn’t realise then that the repetition was necessary. Not until the stories had been voided of their quantum of fear and pain, could they cease. I guess that took until I was about thirteen.

      None the less, well into my teens and even later, whenever my parents made new friends, the stories were dusted off and brought out again, now with the Canadian utensils. Everyone always had a story of past suffering, of distant origins and arrival. Sharing it was a way of grounding the other. Only when I landed in Britain as a graduate student, did it come to me that not all people told their entire life’s history on a first meeting. Only immigrants do that. When your roots are long and deep and safely earthed in the back garden with the roses, there’s no need. Then it may be insulting or an invasion of privacy to probe.
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