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To Leo

My partner, my best friend and my most ardent supporter

In you, I have finally found the truest home I have ever known

Thank you for being the light that brought me here

“how might I

recognize myself

as medicine

instead of messiness?”

— Joy Donnell, Show Us Your Fire

––––––––
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“I have come to believe over and over again that what is most important to me must be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it bruised or misunderstood.” — Audre Lorde

“The scars are the maps of the soul’s journeys. They are not to be hidden, but to be honored as the places where we were broken and where we became whole again.” — Clarissa Pinkola Estés
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Prologue

[image: ]


I am a man now made only of smoke.

The body remembers what the mind tries to forget. The way breath once filled me like a bellows, the way my hands could construct gifts of beauty, could trace the curve of a lover’s spine.

Now I am pared down to the essentials: a heartbeat, a whisper, the slow dissolve of light at the edge of vision.

I do not rage against dying. The world has taken enough from me; I will not give it my fear.

But still, still, I return to the question, like a tongue to a broken tooth: Why cruelty?

I have seen men split open by it, their kindnesses gutted like fish. I have seen others wear it like a second skin, seamless as breath. And yet, small mercies flare in the dark. A crust of bread pressed into my palm. A voice humming a lullaby through the walls at night. These are the things I clutch to my chest, though they burn like embers.

Why do they linger less than the wounds?

Perhaps because goodness is quiet. It does not announce itself with the clamour of boots, the bark of rifles. It slips between the cracks, a blade of grass in concrete.

Fear, though, fear is loud. It lives in the marrow. It tells you, This is all you are. This is all you will ever be. And I believed it.

Now, at the end, I know. Fear is the lie that cages us. The truth? We have always been free. Even here. Even now.

If I leave nothing else behind, let it be this: a man can be stripped of everything: his name, his future, the weight of his own bones. But not this: the right to say, I was here. I loved, and was loved.

That is the answer, flickering in the dark.

I am a man of smoke now. And soon I will dissipate into the frigid winter air. But never forget this. Please never forget this: I was here. I loved, and was loved.
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Toronto, 1951
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Chapter 1
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Anna’s discomfort rose in her chest as she navigated the crowds on Bay Street, the artery of Toronto’s financial district. Bodies surged around her, their movements representing haste and purpose. Gleaming automobiles sliced through the street, their engines providing the soundtrack of city life. All of this gnawed at her nerves. Yet this chaos was the toll required for her pilgrimage to Simpson’s Department Store, a frivolous ritual to some degree but still, to her, sacred. She thought of it as a sort of sojourn similar to what she would scrutinize in the women’s magazines that she picked up when there was money remaining at week’s end.

She wasn’t particularly used to the bedlam of a big city like Toronto. Her arrival at this chilly metropolis was a scant four years ago. She was aware enough to know that she was a much different woman than when she arrived at Malton Airport. Her ability to be amongst strangers had improved significantly. Still, there were days when she didn’t feel that she could deal with even one other soul. In her mind, she felt that every expression on a person’s face was a mirror that communicated back that she did not belong.

The change of the seasons also weighed on her. She wasn’t yet used to January’s unyielding snow or the bluster of the unappeasable wind that was impossible to avoid for five months of the year. Winters back home were drastically more tolerable. Still, she remembered the first, awestruck moment that she witnessed Toronto’s familiar, white winter blanket.

Canada was not without its flaws: the winters gnawed at her, the crowds pressed too close. This land had been her salvation, a refuge carved from struggle and sheer will. Every breath here was a hard-won gift, a testament to survival.

At Queen Street, she paused, letting the traffic ebb before joining the cluster of pedestrians. The sleet kissed her cheeks as she crossed, her thoughts drifting to the perfumed halls of Simpson’s. Did others, too, seek comfort in its scents? Were there fellow wanderers who found refuge in the glow of its gilded counters? The city moved around her, indifferent, but for a moment, she felt a kinship in the quiet longing of strangers.

She cinched her red and green plaid coat as a punishing squall roared down the street. Yet, she was almost there, almost at the store. Soon she would be warm. Soon she would find shelter.

The frigid wind caused the sidewalk before the revolving door to feel impassable, but she ultimately pushed against the glass until she was inside, away from the season and immersed in the inner warmth. The heat enveloped her like a tender embrace.

She hesitated to be conspicuous, but she couldn’t help but inhale. The air was a comforting melange of jasmine and sandalwood, as if the floor beneath her was not linoleum but Parisian cobblestones. She could feel the smile form on her lips.

Simpson’s thrummed with its own kind of orchestrated madness. Clattering heels and rustling paper, murmured exchanges and glass cases gleaming under golden light. It was nothing like the exacting pace of the downtown core or the draining monotony of the office. Here, she was neither seen nor unseen. She was merely a shadow among gilded mirrors. She conversed with no one and kept to herself but, nevertheless, she felt a comfort here. Whether it was illusion or not, she wouldn’t complain.

Her finances made it largely impossible to purchase anything here. This was a sightseeing excursion only, a chance to glimpse the items she might purchase if fate ever stuffed a few bills in her pocketbook. She didn’t really need to buy anything here. Mere exposures to a more glamorous life satisfied her. But it was more than that. It was a refuge, a shelter from the trials of the day, especially from the other women at the office. She wasn’t like them and that was an unspoken but pronounced fact. She was an obstacle to step around, a pause they barely noticed. Faintly, she shook her head. She was thinking too much. This wasn’t the spot for that.

Like a curious creature, she inhaled deeply and approached one of the perfume counters. She was acutely aware of her objective. She had a chosen and best-loved fragrance and few places stocked it as faithfully as this store. Femme de Rochas straight from the shops of Paris. To her, there was no scent, no aroma that meant as much to her as this. Layers of sandalwood and plum blended with hints of orchid and amber creating a chypre that soothed her. How many people even knew what a chypre was?

Her thoughts reminded her of home but that was an admittedly false association. She had read in a woman’s magazine that it was created in a cellar in Paris in the early days of the war. Paris had never been her home. It was a postcard she’d never sent, a city of ghosts she’d only met in perfume bottles. Regardless, home was the connection that she conjured up every time she breathed it in. She couldn’t define or explain it but she drew in the scent anyways.

The bottle was translucent with an innuendo of gold and the lid was its crown. She wanted to touch the bottle, but the saleswoman knew Anna well. In fact, the employee was down the counter twenty feet away serving a stately older woman in a lush fur coat. There was an unequivocal certainty that the saleswoman’s guarding eyes were surveying her. Anna suspected that she didn’t like her because Anna never made a purchase. That didn’t, however, terminate her ever-so-frequent trips to her beloved perfume counter. Like many places in which she found herself, she dealt with this by aiming to be as imperceptible as possible. She’d mastered the art of vanishing, how to fold her accent, her past, into the seams of her coat.

She permitted herself little more than a moment to draw in the ambience and the fragrance before she moved on.

Lingering was imprudent. She ventured over to the jewellery counters and studied their wares, though she was less intrigued with them. Jewellery didn’t excite her as much. She observed the silver and gold decorations only as an afterthought. That provided her with a morsel of preoccupation before she perused some of the elegant handbags that were across from one of the earring displays. Guilt pooled in her throat. Had she stolen this moment, this breath of beauty, without paying its price? That wasn’t her intention. She merely felt safe here and craved the atmosphere of this resplendent getaway. She strived not to bother anyone. She only wanted to be here for a sliver of her day. She moved through the world in parentheses, a quiet omission between louder lives. Surely, she was bothering no one.

The world beyond her eyelids dissolved, replaced by the department store’s gilded dream. Near her, approaching the jewellery counters, was a woman only a few years older than her clutching the hand of a little girl. The child was perhaps five or six with vivacious golden locks and a face that defined cherubic. She had, in her own hands, a small doll that she was holding by the doll’s wrist. Anna smiled at her and the child smiled back. Anna drank in the muted interchange. Children seemed utterly sinless. Sometimes the world forgot that.

She looked back at the mother. The woman seemed content and comfortable with herself. She was beautiful in a classic way. Her makeup was impeccable, and her clothes were clearly well-chosen. Undoubtedly, she had a husband who treated her well and who provided for her. She probably didn’t deal with nightmares and, in all probability, crowds didn’t fluster her. That could have been her in a different lifetime.

Suddenly, Anna tensed at the jostling bodies pressing too close to her. She fought the urge to bolt as crowds meant ration lines, for others it meant vanishing. Rations involved scraps to survive the day but the vanishings eroded all desire for survival. When much more is taken away than provided, the deficits came from her soul, her very essence.

Looking away with a quiet sigh, she knew her lunch break was almost over. She absorbed the environment one last time before she left, embarking on the voyage back to McKinley and Associates.

Her job was another aspect of her new life for which she was forever grateful. She resisted the memories of the jobs she had previously had. The ghosts of old humiliations clung to her skin. She knew what it was like to work her body until it was bone-weary for very little reward. Her current job let her eke out a life on her own. There was nobody to help her now, after all. Alone. The word echoed through her bones, a solitary bell tolling in an empty cathedral.

The walk back to the office was as troublesome as the walk to Simpson’s. Upon entering the building, she was grateful for the warmth of the interior as she crossed the marble floor, speckled with streaks of silver and onyx. Her heels tapped like a typewriter as she crossed the immense lobby.

Approaching the burly security guard, she rested her purse on his table. She had a bad habit of dropping her identification into her purse when she left for lunch and neglected to have it at the ready when she returned. The need for identification was a new one and she still was getting used to it. She knew that few offices required it but her employer, evidently, felt the need for it.

As she foraged through her bag, she heard a group of women enter the lobby behind her, laughing in between their pockets of chatter. She aimed to keep her gaze locked on her bag, but it inexorably lifted to the women. They were beautiful, that much was unquestionable. They also seemed happy, Or, if not happy, they were at least cheerful. Anna knew well that those were not always the same thing.

She returned her focus to her bag as the three women walked around her. Anna failed to notice if they had presented their cards or if they merely sailed past the guard. They often seemed like a grouping of cirrus clouds, careless and lithe. Being forced to rummage for her identification embarrassed her. Why couldn’t she learn her lesson?

Locating her card underneath a pair of used nylons, she held it out and walked on. Relief sat inside her chest once she noticed the three women had already ridden up in the elevator, liberating her from the uncomfortable experience of riding among them.

She arrived at the fifth floor in time for her lunch break to conclude. She lifted her plaid coat up on a hook and stuffed her purse on a wooden shelf, tucking it in behind the stash of other purses that sat unattended. Purses and bags were not permitted where they worked. There was very little room in the steno pool, and they were a tripping hazard.

As she turned toward the office, the clattering and clanging of typewriters already in progress, a looming presence came up behind her. She turned cautiously but it was only the supervisor of the pool, Miss Chambray. The woman looked displeased, but Anna would also acknowledge that displeasure was a frequent expression for Miss Chambray, a heavyset woman in her late forties with inelegant hazel hair whipped up into a chignon. Her pinched face predicted what she would say: “Get to your desk. You’re almost late.”

Anna contemplated, for a flash, to define the word almost but bit her tongue. Her mild streak of subversion was frequently and promptly extinguished. The penalty for noncompliance was not lost on her. She absolutely needed this job.

To avoid further harrying, she ducked around the woman and headed toward the sound of the clattering machines that would occupy her for the remainder of the day.

Mornings were spent taking dictation in meetings and afternoons were when she typed her notes. Her desk was three-quarters deep into the office, tightly positioned in between a sea of other desks. The room was painted pistachio and banks of lights hung above them. The nondescript room was meant to not distract. They all had more urgent tasks at hand.

The clack-clack of the typewriters had always bothered her. They evoked memories that she struggled to endure. The typewriters didn’t clatter; they marched. Every strike was a slick, black boot crunching on gravel. Baleful steps seeking her in the dark. How many nights had she awaited her capture, awaited her own end? She never understood how they never found her. They. Best not to think of them. They were a lifetime away. She told herself that often, but she couldn’t make herself believe it. Few valued peace more than she did.

Her degree of success in ignoring the rattling noises differed each day. This afternoon, it seemed to be corroding her mood more than usual. Though there was very little she could do about it while she worked. Visiting the perfume counter often calmed her but it wasn’t having the effect today.

She closed her eyes tightly and took a deep yet fairly wan breath. She knew where the trouble sat in her body. There was tightness in between her lungs that felt like a knot that was loosening, and then tightening, loosening and tightening. Sometimes she couldn’t even breathe.

Blocking out her surroundings frequently helped her. In and out she breathed as she waited for the knot to dissipate and to fade away. Her breathing was shaky and feeble, but she finally drew in a deep lungful of air and pushed it far from her consciousness. This job was buying her salvation and, to an equal extent, her sanity. She needed it like lungs need air, like the night needs the moon’s pale confession. The typewriters clattered on. Clatter. Clatter. Keys like gunfire. A chorus of keys locking her into place. But beneath the noise, her heart whispered: Survive.
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Chapter 2
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At five o’clock, the bell’s metallic shiver sliced through the office, a precise guillotine severing the workday. A rustling of noise stirred in the large office as the women attended to their documents. Chairs scuffed the floor as the women stood, gathered their papers, and filed out of the room. 

Anna was almost the last one to leave, letting the tide of women ebb before she dared to move. She didn’t like being trapped in the exodus. After a few minutes, she filed her papers and left the room. She also took her time gathering her coat and purse, unnecessarily fussing with the buttons and feigning interest with something in her purse. She always avoided joining her coworkers in the elevator. They talked and giggled and gossipped. Anna envied their relaxed exuberance as they barely noticed or acknowledged her. So, she waited.

It took forty minutes on a densely populated streetcar to make it back to the boarding house. The vehicle was a tin can of sighs and frayed tempers, its windows fogged with the breath of strangers. She often spent the trip focused on her shoes, clutching some part of the streetcar railing so that she wouldn’t collide with another passenger. In the summer, she would walk the distance. In warmer weather, it was a nice stroll.

Once she was finally on her own in Canada, she had rented an unassuming room on the second floor of a rose-red rowhouse close to the University of Toronto and close to the streetcar that shuttled her downtown throughout the week. She was one of four tenants. The house was owned by Edgar Warren, a man she had never met. She didn’t even know if he lived in the city. He was no more than a ghost, a name etched on rent receipts but as absent as the warmth in its halls. Miss Warren, his older sister, ran the house and ensured that everyone paid on time. Anna didn’t know Miss Warren’s first name as she had never dared to ask. She paid her rent in a suitable manner and mainly remained sequestered in her room. Rarely, she would venture out into the city if she could summon the bravery. Tonight was not going to be one of those nights. She felt utterly haggard and fatigued and the sun had already set. She needed rest like a wound needs time.

Fishing the key from her purse, she unlocked the door and entered. The foyer was well-lit but not overly toasty. When she first arrived at the boarding house, Anna often noted that the interior of the main floor often smelled of cloves. Now, though, she could smell nothing. She missed that smell. Also, Miss Warren was not freewheeling with the heat. Anna often kept a cardigan at the ready. There were nights when she even slept with it. The provided bed set was not overly warm.

She moved deeper into the house, toward the staircase. As was the fashion, Miss Warren was cooking in the back kitchen. Anna made no attempt at a greeting as her landlady lacked any sort of convivial qualities.

She ascended the wooden staircase, which was carpeted in threadbare evergreen. She longed to disappear into her room and to remain there for the evening, if not the weekend. Weariness curled inside her chest like an unwanted but familiar guest.

As she approached the middle of the staircase, she heard a clamour coming from the main floor common room that was situated at the back of the house. Someone or someones were playing the radio with little regard for the other residents. Vibrant music boomed from the room as if to signify that the festivities had indeed commenced. Anna didn’t know who the singer was but she was fairly certain who was listening.

She looked to the ground in exasperation and forced a swallow in an effort to comport herself. To avoid getting called into the common room would require stealth. She merely wanted to be left alone. A gregarious and societal posture was challenging for her, even on the best days. A boisterous woman’s laugh confirmed what she suspected. Lily, one of her housemates, was in the common room listening to music, almost certainly with one of her gentleman friends. Such was a familiar Friday evening sight.

She didn’t dislike Lily at all. The woman was quite charming and amicable. Lily had assumed that, since they shared an address, they should also share stories and even secrets. Sometimes, she would catch Anna in the kitchen and would converse with her about a variety of topics. She found it stressful but she knew that Lily was harmless, so she endured it.

Anna climbed two more steps and stopped to listen. Her pulse quickened at the prospect of being forced to socialize. She tried to determine how close they were to the entrance. As she pondered her choices, a voice rang out. “We know you’re there Anna. Get down here,” Lily called out with a laugh. Anna could feel the knot re-tighten in her chest. Lily’s laugh was a silk noose. She knew better than to be rude. Compassion and politeness killed no one. Though it could bring torment.

She climbed back down the stairs, consciously forming a smile. The common area was the last room to the left. It was the largest space offered to the tenants and had unmistakably been decorated many decades earlier with no benefit of being updated. She had always wondered why it had never been turned into a rentable room. Of the current tenants, Lily used it the most. Anna had never entered it alone. Doing so always felt like an invitation, one that she was not prepared to give out.

Wearing her mannered smile, she turned toward the room. Lily was deep inside, joined by Martin, another resident of the second floor. He was a secret the house kept in its walls. A man who loved men, his truth whispered only to the cracks in the floorboards. That was never mentioned to Miss Warren, to whom he was a distant relation. His existence in this house was dependent on Miss Warren not knowing the truth about him. Miss Warren was a tolerant woman and paid little attention to Lily’s wild ways but the prospect of her learning that Martin was artistic or fancy might be pushing her too far. Lily had told her to keep it quiet else Martin might be asked to leave. Surely, Anna didn’t want that. She didn’t mind men who were that way in the least. They were safe for her and that’s what mattered. She scarcely had the opportunity to get to know Martin, but he seemed quite charming in his own way.

Lily confided many things to her, though she asked for none of it. If Anna were honest, she would confess that she was a shade jealous of her. Lily carried a free-wheeling warmth. She was a bonfire in a snowstorm; men flocked to her heat.

Martin was rarely home but, when he was, he also seemed to prefer a solitary life though he had decidedly taken a liking to Lily. They occasionally spent evenings in this room, talking and laughing. Anna was often curious if Lily had misplaced intentions for Martin. He was rather dashing and charming and dressed himself splendidly. Tonight, he was wearing an azure office shirt and pressed navy slacks. She often lied to herself regarding how attractive she found him. Anna had known a few homosexuals back home. They were all dead now, she was certain. The thought was a black moth fluttering at the edges of her mind. She batted it away, but its dust clung to her fingers.

“Anna, dear, come join us. We’re having a ravishing time,” Lily exclaimed, pouring herself something that smelled sharply of gin. Lily was wearing little more than a silk robe. Her pink, plush slippers were strewn behind her leaving her barefoot.

Lily’s blonde hair had been fashionably let down and fell casually around her shoulders. Her beauty could never be denied. Martin had a glass in hand and was smiling in Anna’s direction.

Anna’s eyes flitted back and forth, surveying the room, though she didn’t know what she would gain by that. She wanted nothing to do with what was happening in this room. They were good people and always been kind to her but she didn’t do well with other people. Her life was a pendulum: one arc etched with the wounds she’d borne, the other with those she’d regrettably inflicted.

A waft of cigarette smoke floated through the air and quickly infiltrated Anna’s nostrils. She never developed a liking for cigarettes although she had been told that they possessed a tempering quality. Lily inhaled from her cigarette while Martin tapped his on a marble ashtray situated on the coffee table. Martin leaned back into the salmon-coloured sofa. “Yes, Anna, come on in. We’re having a gas.” 

She knew Lily would persist. Lily never understood Anna’s urgent need for tranquility. Lily loved a party. Joining them would also allow her to spend time with Martin. She knew better than to fancy him. He was resolutely unattainable. He did, however, allow her a feeling of succour and companionship. He reminded her of someone she had loved very much. She had the entire weekend to lock herself in. “Let me drop off my purse and coat and I’ll come back,” she announced before turning away and proceeding down the hall, back up the stairs.

She could hear Lily whisper laughingly to Martin, “Do you think she’ll come back?” Her words were already slurring. Martin didn’t seem to answer as far as Anna could surmise. She prayed that the evening would be tolerable for her. Her nerves flared just thinking about what was before her

Unlocking the door to her room, she flipped on the light switch and a dull luminescence filled the quarters. Her space was the patent opposite of ostentatious. There was a small bed by the window, dressed in off-white sheets. The window itself was painted with frost and the streetlight outside was little more than a smudge of radiance matched against the darkness of the evening. A nicked and worn oak dresser sat directly across from the bed. Atop the dresser was a small collection of makeup and hair care items and a small pile of magazines. She found amusement in the pictures and in reading about how the modern woman lived; she only needed a glimpse of sophistication. She didn’t need it for herself. She also knew she lacked the grit to put any of the magazines’ suggestions into practice. They were nothing more than a comfortable fantasy.

The doorless closet was only half-filled. The interior of the closet was, undoubtedly, the most colourful aspect of her living quarters. It held her dresses and workwear. She knew she needed to look her best to maintain her job and that was acceptable to her. Anna, in her purest form, had always eschewed showiness and tinsel. She had learned that lesson at a very young age. Simple surroundings suited her. The only other thing in her closet was a medium-sized tattered box. When she arrived in Canada, she had almost nothing. The box’s lone content had been a chipped hairpin, her oma’s, salvaged from the wreckage of a life she’d barely escaped. The box remained almost entirely closed and uninspected.

Unhurriedly, she removed her coat and hung it in the closet, her eyes returning to the stack of magazines. She wondered if she should’ve purchased one tonight after work. She didn’t because the temperature had dropped by late afternoon, and she simply wanted to return home. Still, it would’ve been pleasant to have something to read this weekend. The magazines that she did possess were ragged from overuse.

Stuffing her purse in the bottom of the closet, she changed into a mauve linen dress. Wearing office clothes around Lily and Martin would be pretentious and improper. She also wrapped a dull, white cardigan around her. The chill of the second floor was uncomfortable and somewhat irksome. She pulled out her room key and left, locking the door behind her. She insisted that the door always be locked. A locked door was a luxury, she had learned. A lesson written in blood.

Stuffing her reluctance to somewhere deep in her stomach, she returned to the main floor salon. Lily was sitting on the floor, taking a swig of her drink, her cigarette dangling from her fingertips. Martin wore a wide smile as if Lily had uttered something amusing. If Lily had said something comical, it didn’t appear that she could remember it. She seemed utterly transfixed on something invisible before her. Surely by now, she had consumed more alcohol than was wise.

Anna entered the room and delicately sat on the opposite end of the salmon-coloured sofa beside Martin. She tried her best to look companionable but she, quite frankly, didn’t know what to say. 

Martin lifted his glass of golden liquid. “Would you like a drink?” he asked thoughtfully.

Anna didn’t answer but instead, shook her head intensely. She had never made it a habit to drink. She had never known anyone who drank to the excesses of her captivating housemate.

Lily lifted her gaze to Anna. “So...how is life at the office?” Anna knew that Lily rarely worked. Anna was mystified as to how Lily paid her way, but felt it would be ill-mannered to inquire. There were ways in which women could survive without a job and she suspected that Lily was quite aware of those ways. She couldn’t help but wonder if Lily’s frequent, unexplained evenings out were spent in the company of generous gentlemen who paid handsomely for her time. Assuredly, Anna didn’t judge. She couldn’t. 

She knew what it was like to do anything for just enough food to avert abject hunger. Women often had few choices in this world and those who judged women often ignored the paucity of their choices.

Anna shrugged. “Fine, I guess.” She wouldn’t bother going into detail about any of the girls at the office or about Miss Chambray. There was very little about her job worth discussing. Her daily activities were utterly humdrum, and she suspected Lily wasn’t sufficiently interested.

“Where do you work?” Martin asked, lowering his emptied glass to the table. He smiled when he spoke and actually seemed interested in her. Everything that Anna knew about Martin had come from Lily and she suspected that worked in both directions.

“McKinley and Associates.”

Martin’s eyes widened. “Ah, I work close to there. I’m with an ad agency a few blocks away. We should get together for lunch sometime.”

Her nod was a leaf trembling in a storm, barely attached to the branch. She was too sheepish to admit that she would enjoy that. “What do you do there?” she asked.

“I’m just a copywriter. It doesn’t pay well. We recently finished with the ad campaign for the Brilliant Vac. It’s in the local newspapers now. Perhaps you’ve seen it?”

She shook her head. “I don’t read a lot of newspapers.” 

He made a face. “Sorry, I guess I should’ve figured.”

Lily looked at Anna and Martin with sloped eyes. Forming a weak smile, she asked, “What about me? Can’t I join in for lunch?”

“Of course, you can,” Martin laughed, shifting his attention to his friend on the floor.

The prospect of the three of them going for lunch seemed to revive Lily from her slurred state. She started listing restaurants they could visit, though she did repeat some of them twice. Anna recognized none of them. She also didn’t know if she could afford them, but she didn’t want to confess that. Lily seemed to be well-acquainted with a great number of restaurants in the city. 

She spoke of mahogany bars and white linen as if they were as common as the air they breathed. “The Silver Rail has a trout that’s simply divine,” Lily chirped, her eyes brightening with a sudden, artificial clarity. “Or perhaps the hotel dining room? They have those little sandwiches with the crusts trimmed off.”

Martin caught Anna’s eye, his expression softening as if he could sense the sudden weight in her chest. “We don’t need anything fancy, Lily,” he said, his voice a gentle anchor. “A quiet booth and a hot coffee will do just as well.”

Anna looked at the scuffs on her shoes, a map of all the streets she had walked looking for a life she could afford. The city was a vast, glittering machine, and she was still just a grain of sand caught in its gears. She thought of the few coins tucked into her coat pocket. Her small, cold circles of metal felt entirely insufficient for the world Lily was describing. Every name Lily dropped sounded like a closed door, a place where the music was too loud and the questions were too sharp. She forced another nod, her throat tight with the realization that even a shared lunch was a performance she wasn’t sure she could pull off.

Martin and Lily continued to drink and smoke and talk about a miscellany of topics, most of which failed to ignite any interest in Anna. They carried much of the conversation while she sat and observed. She was still weary but this wasn’t as objectionable as she had initially feared. 

Martin often tried to navigate the conversation to include Anna, but she had little to say. He would ask for her opinion of the topic, but she often lacked an answer. Anna was sufficiently intelligent, but she knew that a lot of what interested other people did not interest her. Anna focused on living day to day. Lily would pipe up with drunken questions, but she wouldn’t stay sufficiently focused on the answers.

“Anna,” Martin began, “do you read much?” Unless she was mistaken, he had grown tired of Lily’s circuitous ramblings.

Anna shook her head again. “Only magazines. I used to read books quite a bit when I was young, but I guess I got out of the habit.”

“What did you read when you were younger?”

She shrugged, “Fairy tales. I loved them quite a bit. They were so...innocent.”

He smiled at her, knowingly. “Innocence is the rarest currency, Anna. And the easiest to counterfeit.”

Lily sputtered out some sounds that seemed to seemed to contain the word innocence, but they were quite incoherent. Her speech slurred into a drunken waltz, tripping over syllables like untied shoelaces.

In a way, they were both much more worldly than she was. In another way, they were utterly shielded and advantaged. They were like privileged adolescents who knew both everything and nothing and cared little for the distinction. Fundamentally, they were harmless and somewhat pleasant in small doses. They were intriguing to watch.

Lily poured the remainder of the drink into her glass and swilled it back in one bold stroke. She was clearly more intoxicated than Martin. She started discussing a man she knew who had bought her some sort of necklace, but the story dissolved into nonsense. Anna had given up trying to follow it. Over time, Lily grew more muted and tranquil. The verbosities were punctuated with longer and longer periods of silence. Eventually, her head found the coffee table and she dozed to sleep.

Martin placed his glass beside Lily’s head. “This is usually how our evenings end,” he announced with a grin.

“Do you two do this often?” she asked, not really knowing what to say to him. She knew that she wanted to continue to be around him. He had an easy spirit.

“Yeah, I would say so. Though, it would be nice to have a third member of our group.”

She wanted to talk more with him. Over the course of the evening, he had stopped being the attractive stranger who she would occasionally pass in the hall. He was charming, polite and rather decent. He was also easy to talk to. “My uncle was a homosexual,” she whispered and then clapped her hands to her mouth wishing she hadn’t said something so stark and unmediated.

He chuckled. “Perhaps you should introduce us.”

She lowered her hands from her face and rested them on her lap. More quickly than she realized, she responded, “He’s dead now.”

Martin’s expression sobered. “Oh, I’m sorry.” 

“He was wonderful. I liked him a lot.” There was stillness between them. “He died in the war,” she revealed in a whisper. The war took him. Not with a bullet, but with a ledger entry, his name crossed out in some bureaucrat’s ledger. 

In her mind’s eye, he was still standing in the sun-dappled hallway of her youth, smelling of tobacco and old paper. He had been the one to teach her that the world was larger than their street, tracing maps with a calloused finger that promised adventures he would never get to take. Now, that vibrant man was reduced to a ghost inhabiting the sharp, sterile ink of a casualty list. She could still feel the phantom weight of his hand on her shoulder, a steady presence that had vanished into the smoke of 1945, leaving only this hollow quiet in its wake. The memory felt like a fragile artifact, something she had to hold tightly before the modern noise of the city could buff it away. That was all she was going to say on the matter and Martin seemed to sense this. He asked no more questions.

They sat quietly for a while until their easy fellowship was broken by Lily beginning to snore. “We should carry her to bed,” he suggested.

Anna was prepared to help carry her but Martin lifted Lily in his arms and disappeared out of the room. She gathered up Lily’s discarded slippers and carried them with her. Climbing the stairs, they discovered that Lily’s room was unlocked.

“I should tend to her,” she said as Martin rested her on the bed. He nodded and stood out in the hallway.

Anna managed to pull the bedsheets down and pulled them back up over her sleeping frame. The chill in the air could affect Lily while she slept so she made sure that she was warm before she rested her slippers on the floor by the bed and left.

Martin had waited for her. “I really did enjoy talking with you tonight,” he told her.

His comment rallied her. She knew she hadn’t said much except for her clumsy comment about her uncle.

“I’d like to have lunch with you sometime. If that’s okay? Of course, I mean this in the most innocent of ways.”

She nodded and Martin smiled. He kissed her on the cheek and turned away, walking into his room, and closing the door. For Anna, the hallway stretched into a tunnel of silence, his kiss on her cheek a spark that refused to fade.
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Chapter 3
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Anna’s original intent was to spend the weekend in her room, away from humanity at large, a carefully constructed fortress. Lily’s knock shattered its walls like glass. The knock, shortly before noon, interrupted Anna’s rereading of an old issue of Woman’s Home Companion. 

“Anna, darling, are you in there? Please open up.” Anna was beginning to realize that last night’s carousal had established a new degree of familiarity;  two interchanges in twenty-four hours was certainly new.

She rested the well-worn magazine on the bed and opened the door. Lily stood there, looking ghastly, a wilted rose, her golden curls tangled like vines, her face the pallor of spoiled milk. She was still wearing last night’s robe. “Are you okay?”

Lily smoothed her golden locks and peered deeper into Anna’s room as if she were looking for a distraction. “Yes, I’m fine. I just really don’t feel predisposed to head out today. I think I need to stay in bed.” Lily took Anna’s hand and stuffed a voluminous wad of dollar bills into it. “Could you be a peach and get me some salts at the druggist? Get yourself a magazine if you want. Or a Coca-Cola. I feel utterly indisposed. Please, dear.”

The drugstore wasn’t far at all and their neighbourhood was not densely populated. Anna didn’t know how cold it was, but she knew she didn’t have the heart to force Lily to venture out in her current state. Disaster wouldn’t fall on her if she could do this one kindness. A small thing. A tremor in the fault line of her solitude. “I can go for you.”

Lily squeezed Anna’s hand, “You’re a peach. You really are.” Her words were syrup-sweet. She instructed Anna to knock on her door when she returned and ended the conversation by planting a quick kiss on her left cheek. Anna didn’t know that people did that, especially people in such a faint friendship.

Anna folded the bills into fourths, then slipped them into her shoe by the door. Old instincts died hard. Money in pockets got stolen, money in shoes stayed hidden. Lily blinked. ‘Do you... often keep cash in your loafers?’ Anna flushed. There was no explanation that could sanitize her peculiarity.

She turned and went back into her room, closing the door behind her. She seized her purse from the back corner of the closet floor and slid the money into the side. She blushed in embarrassment that she was excited to be able to afford a new magazine. Or a Coke. Or both. The small pile of money felt scandalous: such small luxuries were still monumental to her.

After dressing, she pulled on her boots and grabbed her purse. The drugstore was up the street and around the corner, on Bloor Street. The walk would probably be a pleasant one. The day was young enough that the throng of shoppers should be light. Locking her door, she descended the stairs and went out into the world.

The day wasn’t as chilly as she feared. The cold was a hesitant guest, its bite softened by the sun. The snow on the sidewalk was fine and manageable, allowing her to walk effortlessly. There were a few people on the street cleaning the snow from their driveways. The sun was out and hanging high in the sky and that cheered her.

Sometimes her fear of the world diminished, and she was able to find morsels of happiness. She clasped those moments close to her for they were precious. Precious and quite uncommon.

Minutes later she was at the end of her street. She turned on Bloor Street and travelled east. There were crowds but they were sparse. People ambled about as if they were not sure which store to enter.

Slowing her walk, she took the time to observe the various shops and their wares. There was a well-populated butcher’s shop with customers holding papered parcels and a less-populated bookstore with an employee dusting off a stack of burgundy books. Two men sat seats apart in a coffee shop, one was sampling a slice of pie and another held a newspaper in one hand and a white coffee mug in another. The man with the pie had his head bowed as if the dessert was a remedy to some wound. The lives of strangers intrigued her.

She approached an electronics store that had a window of televisions to catch the eyes. Two middle-aged women stood at the glass and observed what was happening on the screen, seemingly enthralled with a children’s show. Anna knew nothing of Canadian children’s shows. 

“Es ist faszinierend. Ich weiß, dass es solche Shows in der Heimat gibt,” one woman whispered to the other. The words were a grenade detonating in her chest, shrapnel lodging in her ribs. They were speaking German. In Canada. On the streets. She had never encountered that before. Weren’t they ashamed? Did they want people to know that they were German? The women were so brazen.

Obviously there were many Germans in Canada. That didn’t surprise her. She was merely taken aback that someone spoke German in public. She would never dare. People didn’t like Germans these days and Anna didn’t disagree with their reasons. These days, Germans were like pariahs. She didn’t understand why these women weren’t ashamed of their roots. They had every reason to be.

The women looked at her and she realized that she had been staring in amazement. She felt embarrassed to be caught and lacked the words to explain herself. She hurriedly walked past them in a clumsy manner.

Reminding herself of the reason for her excursion, she struggled to shake the women from her head and kept on walking, continuing on to the drugstore. But the words were a film of oil on her skin. Merely hearing those statements shook her. They spoke German as if it wasn’t a shameful act. Her mother tongue was a scar she’d tried to excise. She had strived to suppress her accent and had worked to perfect the English language. Even her name had been modified. She didn’t even want to contemplate the person she had been before Anna. That person no longer existed.

She stopped less than a block beyond the electronics store and took in a breath. The knot was tightening, and loosening, tightening and loosening. Her lungs were bellows, pumping air into a fire that refused to be smothered; her nerves were sizzling in the most unpleasant of ways. She wouldn’t continue until she had dealt with this. She wasn’t in Germany any longer. This was Canada.

She was safe. The world had changed. She was safe. Little more than a mantra fraying at the edges like a well-worn prayer. Her life now was bearable, justifiable. The women at the electronics store were harmless.

People passed her on the street. She could sense them around her. Things needed to be resolved quickly. She couldn’t stand there with her eyes pressed shut. They would think her a fool. Taking in three quick breaths, she decided that this was not going to haunt her. Her life was very different now. Everything was okay.

Forcing her hands to stop shaking, she continued on to the drugstore. She struggled not to re-hear that woman’s words and did her best to forget about it all. Shopping would provide a necessary distraction.

Upon entering the drugstore, the fluorescent lights were a sanitized sun, bleaching the shadows from her mind. The store only contained a few shoppers and an employee who was ringing in a woman’s purchases. She snagged the salts first and then strolled over to the magazine display. Ordinarily, with her budget, she wouldn’t think to grab a magazine as pricey as Harper’s Bazaar. She didn’t recognize the woman on the cover, but the stately model was dressed in a sumptuous canary-yellow gown; Anna was enthralled. She pulled it off the shelf and went to the refrigerator. She extracted not one but two chilled glass bottles of Coca-Cola and went over to the cash register to pay. The employee accepted the creased bill without a second thought. By the time the transaction was concluded, she even had change left over.

She left the store clutching the paper bag close to her chest, her arms wrapped around it. Fortune shined upon her as the German-speaking women seemed to be no longer in the vicinity. She didn’t need to worry about them. They were probably entirely innocuous. Not every German person was a threat. She knew she had overreacted. She rarely, however, heard German being spoken. 

The trip back home involved deep breathing mixed with quiet assurances that she was okay. She repeated the mantra that she was safe. And she was. She could almost believe it.

She made it to the house and entered, climbing the stairs. She planned to take off her coat and shoes and return the purse to her closet floor before delivering the salts to Lily. Her door had unlocked, and she was about to enter when she heard the door open behind her. “Oh my, you’re such a dear,” Lily exclaimed, and she reached around Anna, snatched the paper bag, and brought it into her own room. Anna raced into her room, removed what she could and headed toward Lily’s room. 

Her housemate had pulled the magazine from the bag. Anna noticed that the salts had already been tossed on the bed, seemingly forgotten. “My goodness. I love Harper’s. Come in, read it with me,” she shrieked and dropped on her bed. Anna noticed that Lily looked in fine fettle. Lips painted, laughter polished, her hangover buried under a mask of rouge. Her robe from the previous evening was still wrapped around her lithe frame.

Anna took the paper bag and extracted the two glass bottles. She hadn’t decided if both were for her or if she was going to share them. The current predicament had taken care of that situation.

Rolling on her side, Lily had opened the magazine and was flipping through the pages. Anna lifted the two bottles in front of her. “Are you thirsty?” she asked awkwardly. She didn’t even know if Lily drank Coca-Cola.

She looked up at the drinks and gasped. “Oh my goodness, you are such a peach. Yes, I’m utterly parched.”

Anna gazed around the room for a glass and was surprised that she didn’t see any, so she handed one of the bottles to Lily who opened it quite skillfully with the edge of her bed frame. She accomplished that without lifting her eyes from the thick, glossy magazine that rested on the bed. “Can you imagine being able to afford one of these gowns? Wouldn’t that be heavenly?” she asked before taking a swig of the drink. She swallowed the drink and looked up. “You can sit, dear,” she announced with a grin.

Anna hadn’t decided if she was staying but, evidently, today was not the day to make her own decisions. She lowered herself onto the bed at Lily’s feet and drank while Lily flipped through the shiny pages.

Turning the page, Lily gasped at what she saw. They were faced with an image of a model leaning against a wooden fence dressed in a cherry red blouse, thick navy belt, and an amber skirt. Lily stared at Anna, “Those colours would look incredible with your hair!”

Anna rested the bottle on her lap and shook her head. “No. I could never wear that.”

“Of course, you could. I’ve seen you come home after work. You often look so chic. You’re quite fashionable.”

She wanted to insist that those colours were absolutely not for her, but she chose instead to remain taciturn. Also, she wanted to comment that she dressed up for work as her job required it. 

Lily’s attention went back to the magazine, but she continued. “I mean, I’ve noticed that you choose a lot of pastels and that looks dazzling with your complexion. But you could absolutely get away with colours like this, especially with your hair.”

Anna absentmindedly reached for her locks, “My hair?” She didn’t know to what Lily was referring. There was nothing special about her hair. Looking up, Lily smirked and smacked the pages emphatically. “I’d kill for your hair. What do you even call that shade?”

She lifted her hand in confusion, “Brown?” Anna didn’t know any other answer.

Lily pursed her lips. “It’s not brown. It’s...umber. That’s what I would call it! A stunning shade of umber.”

The compliment made her somewhat uncomfortable. She knew that Lily’s comments were meant in kindness; it still left her feeling a tad awkward.

Lily eagerly flipped the page and, without looking in her direction, said to Anna, “We should absolutely do a ladies’ day. Wouldn’t that be divine?”

She had heard the expression, ladies’ day, before but she didn’t know precisely of what it consisted. “Do you mean, like, a manicure and a pedicure?”

Lily threw her head back covetously. “Oh, it’s so much more than that. They attend to every square inch of your body. It’s a baptism, darling. Scrubbed raw and reborn in lavender and silk. We absolutely should do it.”

Lily seemed to be soldering the two of them together. Within twenty-four hours, they had gone from an occasional conversation in the kitchen to sitting on her bed discussing the heights of fashion and, now making plans to do a ladies’ day. Were friendships forged this easily? She had to admit that this was more enjoyable than she would have thought. 

Once they were done with the current issue of Harper’s Bazaar, Lily closed it and looked at her new friend. “That was glorious. I wish I had more magazines to go through. There is nothing like having a girlfriend to talk about this sort of stuff with.”

Anna perked up. “I have all sorts of magazines in my room. I buy them every now and then.”

Widening her eyes and flashing a beaming smile, Lily placed her hand on Anna’s. “Get them,” she whispered with a giggle.

Anna bolted up and raced across the hall. She didn’t feel like herself at the moment and she actually didn’t mind that. This heart-to-heart had done wonders, eliminating her anxiety regarding the German women. She returned with the stack in her feverishly excited arms. She was feeling things she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in years and it was magnificent.

They devoured the magazines like starved artists, each page a brushstroke painting a life they’d never dare live. Anna was growing to feel quite comfortable with Lily and surmised that this was potentially why she had so many gentleman friends. The woman knew how to have fun.

They were almost through all the magazines when a question formed in Anna’s mind. “What do you think of Martin?” she asked, entirely unsure if she should.

Lily didn’t lift her gaze from the opened pages of the magazine. “He’s a doll. Why?”

“I mean, are you two just friends?” That wasn’t precisely the question she wanted to ask but she wasn’t able to find the words to ask what truly struck her curiosity.

She looked over at Anna and paused for a few seconds and then she howled with laughter. “Darling, he’s as bent as a willow in a storm. Beautiful, but never meant to stand straight. He couldn’t be plied with all the alcohol in the city.”

Anna shook her head, feeling quite ridiculous. She didn’t want to mention her uncle to her. She wasn’t totally ignorant about bent men. “No, I guess, what I mean is, what do you do with him? I’ve never had a homosexual friend before.”

“Oh, they are the best, take it from me,” Lily replied with widened eyes. “They’re charming and warm and sensitive. And hilarious. They’re an absolute gas. They’re like the perfect man. Except for...y’know.”

“Do you think he likes me?” she asked sheepishly. The question was a moth fluttering too close to the flame of her pride.

“I’m sure he does,” Lily replied, returning her attention to some random issue of Charm magazine. “He’s asked about you before.”

She was astute enough to know to temper her reaction. “What did he ask?”

Lily flipped the page. “He wondered what you did in your room all the time. We talked about that a lot.”

They talked about her? A lot? Was it really so peculiar that she wanted to be left alone? She didn’t realize that she had attracted attention simply by staying in her room. Did they find her odd? She aspired to be basically typical. Attention made her feel uneasy. She felt the knot tighten a little bit, a hangman’s noose, tightening with every whispered judgment.

Deciding to leave the topic alone, she pulled a magazine out from the bottom of the pile and flipped it open. However, the realization that people talked about her stayed with her. How many other people talked about her?
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Once the sun had set, Anna decided to leave Lily alone; she didn’t want to overstay her welcome and annoy the woman who seemed to be her new friend. She feigned hunger and said she was going to get something to eat.

Lily got up and kissed her on the cheek again. “Thank you so much for the salts. I really appreciate them.” The salts. Anna had forgotten about them. They remained in the same spot they had sat all afternoon. Lily said nothing else, so she left and returned to her room.

Anna placed the stack of magazines on the dresser and sat on her bed. The room was as crisply cool as always and she wanted to wrap her cardigan around her, but she stayed motionless. Doubt crept slowly into her mind. She was feeling pangs of peril. That was absurd, she told herself. Lily was undeniably harmless. She needed to remind herself that she was in Canada now. She had a new life. Sometimes, though, the past remained. Sometimes it hung on with searing, whetted teeth and affected her very essence. The past could be thoroughly unrelenting. Her attempts to shake it often fell flat. The past was a shadow-dog, its teeth sunk deep in her ankle.
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Chapter 4
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The air was chalk. No oxygen, just the dry, grey taste of pulverized brick and the lime-scent of a home turned to powder. Her chest hitched, a small, frantic movement against the slabs pressing down.

Above her, the sky had disappeared. Not vanished gradually like dusk, but erased in an instant. One moment the plaster ceiling with its hairline cracks she’d traced with childish fingers, the next this crushing absence of light. The walls sighed inward, their collapse not a sound but a feeling, the way a body feels blood before seeing it.

This was no longer a room but an anatomy of ruin. Concrete ribs cracked around her. Steel tendons groaned. The bed where she’d slept curled like a blackened leaf beside her, its springs protruding like the bones of some small, extinct creature.

She tried to whisper “Traum”, just a dream. But the word turned to grit between her teeth. Her legs had become part of the landscape now, buried beneath the avalanche of what was and would never be again. The weight felt intimate, almost loving in its thoroughness, as if the earth itself had pressed its lips to her spine and whispered, stay.

Somewhere beyond the rubble, the world continued. Men would be lighting cigarettes. Women would be stirring pots of soup. Children would be counting the spaces between thunderclaps. But here, in this inverted world, only the dust moved.

Gerta. The name surfaced like a bubble in tar. Hadn’t her sister’s hand just been in hers? Her hand was there; then it wasn’t. Just the sensation of a calloused palm sliding away, leaving Anna’s grip empty and cold. And Oma’s voice, always reciting recipes between bomb blasts: “a pinch of marjoram makes the liver sweet.” Then, the memory snapped, mid-sentence.

A scrap of yellow fabric poked through the grey. Frayed points, a jagged edge. It wasn’t her coat, but the sight of it made the air in her lungs turn to lead.

Darkness pooled around her, thick as church wine. It poured into her ears, her mouth, the spaces between her fingers. Not the gentle dark of bedtime, but the absolute dark of closed eyes in a sealed tomb.

She was both the girl who’d hidden, clutching her favourite book, and the woman who still tasted mortar in her coffee some mornings. Time had folded like a poorly creased letter, one reality bleeding into another.

The rubble pressed closer, each breath more precious than the last. If this was a dream, why did her lungs burn so? If this was memory, why wouldn’t the ground release her? Somewhere a siren wailed, or perhaps it was her own voice, trapped beneath the weight of years.

Around her, the ruins shifted. They weren’t settling, but remembering. Each stone whispering its own epitaph in the language of collapse. She closed her eyes against the dust and saw the white flash again, the one that painted the world in negative before taking it away completely.
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Chapter 5
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Monday arrived with a wind sharp enough to flay skin, stealing even the small mercy of her Simpson’s pilgrimages. She was compelled to eat in the office cafeteria near the other women. Daily, she ate in solitude, munching slowly on whatever sandwich she had packed for herself. The cafeteria’s chatter was a language she’d forgotten, its rhythms as foreign as the laughter she no longer trusted. So, she sat alone at her table, eating her egg salad sandwich, and sipping her milk until the irksome bell alerted them all that it was time to return upstairs.

The days when she was denied the opportunity to window-shop were the days that she realized how much of a mental salve it was. The trip was so small, so arguably pointless. Yet, it was so rejuvenating. In the cafeteria, she couldn’t deny how much she missed it.

Every day, the women ate around her, making no attempt to include or interact with her. She wondered if she had elicited the same sense of being an oddity that she thought existed with Lily and Martin. She hoped she had cured Lily of that contention. She didn’t know if she would ever do the same with the women at the office. She told herself she didn’t care.

Thursday night, the weight of the workday clung to Anna’s shoulders like a damp coat. She lay in bed, staring at the water-stained ceiling, her fingers absently tracing the ridges of
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